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 This is my score. It is a description of a series of tasks to be executed in the 

presentation of Trio A alongside an explication of my process of reading Trio A from 

Labanotation score. This explication includes a demonstration of Trio A itself, an 

examination of the implications of looking to the dance as a primary text, an assertion of the 

implicit merit of learning this dance from score, and a reflection on the knowledge generated 

in my dancing of Trio A. 

 To start, I introduce my polemic. This project did not begin solely with an interest in Trio 

A, Yvonne Rainer, or the implications of reading a dance from Labanotated score, although 

each of these held at least some portion of my interest. At the heart of this project is an 

aspiring academic in the field of dance disgruntled with constant references to “embodied 

scholarship,” to keeping the dancing body central to dance research, simultaneous to the 

writing of paper after paper, quarter after quarter, drawing primarily from sources in the 

form of literary text. These literary texts have comprised the contextual situation in which 

dances, dancers, or choreographers have been considered; dance, perhaps inseparable from 

the dancing body and makers of dance, has consistently been my topic of research, but the 

dancing body has been absent from my methodology. It is this methodology of dance 

research grounded primarily in the viewing, reading and writing about dance that I hope to 

dispute; this project is my clumsy break with this methodology. I am attempting to operate 

not as a scholar about dance, writing from its knowing edges, an intelligent body on the 

sidelines, but a scholar of dance, with scholarship emerging from the dancing body itself. 

This is not without its implications. 
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 Trio A became a kind of case study for this approach to scholarship. It became my 

project to dance Trio A, choreographed by Yvonne Rainer in 1966, as notated by Melanie 

Clark and Joukje Kolff in 2003. To be clear, I have learned and created this dance from 

Labanotation score. The piece was notated as it was taught by Rainer at the London 

International Summer School. At the time this paper was written, I had read twenty-four of 

thirty-one pages of this dance. 

 I dance Trio A, either in part or in full. 

 I now discuss my experience of Trio A. I recognize that there is a tension in writing an 

exposition, an exegesis, of the phenomenological experience. Just as the notation of a dance 

assumes to contribute fixity and persistence to that which is essentially ephemeral, the 

written explication of lived experience necessarily constructs a distance from the experience 

itself. Joann McNamara writes: 

In writing about the meaning of a dance or other text, one becomes removed 
from the living, breathing phenomenon; the thing itself. As one begins to write, 
one’s lived world becomes instead the computer screen or paper in front of one, 
and perhaps one’s notes about the dance one has attended to. Van Manen states 
that, “Writing fixes thought on paper. It externalizes what in some sense is 
internal; it distances us from our immediate lived involvements with the things of 
our world. As we stare at the paper, and stare at what we have written, our 
objectified thinking now stares back at us.” (McNamara 179-180) 

 
But perhaps it too, like the notated score of a dance, is a request for re-enlivenment, re-

embodiment. Perhaps the material ‘marks’ of writing, while distanced from the 

phenomenological “here and now” by which they were inspired, serve as the means by 

which a new experiential understanding is generated.  

 My phenomenological account of dancing Trio A is inseparable from my lived 

experience of reading Trio A. My knowledge of the movements of the dance, the way in 

which it is directed, generated, and articulated as my dancing body, comes almost exclusively 

from the score itself. While I had an existing cursory knowledge of the historical situation of 
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the dance, deepened and enriched during the process of this research, and while I have seen 

the 1978 video of Rainer herself dancing the piece, these additional texts/contexts were not 

the means by which the dance came to be defined by me, the means by which I became 

defined by the dance. This inter-definition was mediated by the notated score. Valerie 

Preston-Dunlop writes: 

Nelson Goodman, in his book on symbol systems of all kinds, asserts that 
systems are fundamentally influential on the subject matter on which they 
embody. [. . .] Inevitably one’s system influences how one looks and thinks about 
movement. It is quite impossible to divide oneself from something which, as a 
literate dancer, is second nature. One communicates the factors of movement in 
the system of notation embedded in one’s unconscious. A Labanotator does not 
think in terms of conical shapes, but of directions related to a centre. (Preston-
Dunlop 1979, 56-57) 

 
I know Trio A as a dancer literate in Labanotation; the system of analysis and notation is 

fundamental in my understanding of the dance. The system of Labanotation does not 

describe the body and space, but the body in space. Its symbology assumes the inseparable 

experience of the-body-in-space, describing each in relation to one another. This conflation 

of body and space is essential to my experience of reading dances, specifically Trio A. I think 

and define its specificity in relation to the body in space, articulating from various centers 

(distal ends of limbs in relationship to their proximal points of attachment), the duration of 

movements over time, the body organized into levels of space, and always in reference to its 

facing within a space in which “front” or “downstage” has been designated.  

 Beyond the conventions and terms of the system and their influence on the way in 

which I know the dance, I experience a profound relationship between the reading of the 

score and the dancing of the dance. Beyond the movement and information signified by the 

symbols themselves and the significance of their organization on and around the staff, the 

feeling of how the movement comes off the page became for me an education in the nature 

of the dance. This will not be true of every dance score read. The assumption within the 
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field of notation is that the reconstructor must bring more to the dance than is transcribed in 

the score itself. Preston-Dunlop writes: 

The reconstructor is more than an efficient reader of the score. The need for 
irreproachable reading goes without saying. But he has also to do a lot of 
research if he was not originally in the piece himself. Els Grelinger’s 
reconstruction work has led her to know that time spent in researching the work 
itself, and the choreographer’s style, is never wasted; in fact it is essential. You 
have to find the essence, convey the essence, and bring it out of the dancers. 
Without this, you can so easily get a reconstruction in which the spatial patterns, 
the rhythms are correct but the whole is totally lacking in coherence. (Preston-
Dunlop 1979, 56) 

 
The notation is a description of movement, a framework of directions that generally must be 

cohered with the additional knowledge and research alluded to by Preston-Dunlop. Yet this 

was not my experience with Trio A. From my experience reading movement from notation, I 

felt an instinctive connection between the way in which the notation reads and the “doing-

ness” quality of Trio A, its implicit attention to the accomplishment of action, removed from 

concerns of performance, spectacle, or virtuosity. This is how movement occurs for me as it 

comes off of the page: the primary concern is the accomplishment of the action that has 

been written. Performativity, virtuosity, and the essence of the spectacular are aspects of the 

movement that must be provided by the reader, the dancer, and in the case of Trio A, there 

is no request for these additional elements. According to Yvonne Rainer’s “A Quasi Survey 

of Some ‘Minimalist’ Tendencies in the Quantitatively Minimal Dance Activity Midst the 

Plethora, or an Analysis of Trio A,” Rainer states that the dance seeks to eliminate or 

minimize “phrasing, development and climax, variation: rhythm, shape, dynamics, character, 

performance, variety: phrases and the spatial field, the virtuosic feat and the fully extended 

body.” She offers the following substitutions: “energy equality and ‘found’ movement, 

equality of parts, repetition, discrete events, neutral performance, task or tasklike activity, 

singular action, event, or tone, and human scale” (Rainer 1974, 63). I would offer that unless 
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otherwise notated, equality of energy, equality of parts, neutral performance, task or tasklike 

activity, singularity of tone, and the individual human scale of movement are primary 

semantic elements in Labanotation. Perhaps this might be best summarized in relationship to 

“style.” In its resistance to phrasing, dynamics, character, and performance, Trio A  resists 

“style.” Its “style” becomes an intentional “stylelessness.” In my experience, the reading of 

Trio A and the meaningfulness given to the movement through its representation in 

Labanotation served as an education in this “styleless tasklike” nature of the piece.  

 When I look at the pages of the score, I see open space organized with specificity of 

direction and facing. I see and understand continuous motion throughout the body, both 

steps and gestures, with hardly any moments at which no action is occurring. My sense of 

the dance on the page is that it is sparse but threaded together by an ongoing series of 

specific, mostly minute, actions, and this sensation carries into my dancing of the dance. It is 

sparse but ongoing, constant and without emphasis. Considering the dance beyond the 

notation, these are qualities which Rainer describes as primary characteristics of the piece: its 

unmodulated continuity, its precision and exacting facing of the feet and hips (Rainer 2005). 

She also qualifies as a primary characteristic its imperative for the gaze: she writes, “[. . .] the 

‘problem’ of performance was dealt with by never permitting the performers to confront the 

audience. Either the gaze was averted or the head was engaged in movement. The desired 

effect was a worklike rather than exibitionlike presentation” (Rainer 1974, 67). Certainly the 

gaze is accounted for in the notation, constantly averted from the “downstage” or “front” 

where presumably the audience would reside, yet I found this imperative more importantly 

reinforced by the concentrated state of consciousness that is inspired by the reading. Because 

the score essentially serves as a string of directions for tasks to be accomplished, written with 

exacting specificity, this is how I came experience the enactment of the dance; yes, my gaze 
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is averted, but primarily because of the inversion of my focus inward. It is not uncommon to 

hear those involved with Labanotation to discuss the importance of not only getting “off 

book” (no longer relying on the score), but also the importance of fully embodying the 

movement, beyond the point at which the dancer continues to see the notation itself within 

his or her mind’s eye as an accompaniment to the movement. I confess, as a reader of 

Labanotation, rarely do I arrive at a state in which the symbols are no longer present. This 

can sometimes be a deficiency in my reading: movements can tend to remain fragmented, 

discrete from one another, rather than assembling into a flowing stylistic unity. Yet this 

seems to reinforce the implicit nature of Trio A. The symbols stay with me as directives to 

the task; I still know the movement as it is organized page by page. Although my gaze is 

averted from the gaze of the viewer, it is the immanence of each task and its occupation of 

my attention that truly achieves the “worklike” aesthetic of Trio A. Similarly, it is a stated 

intention for the piece that the movements has discreteness. Rainer states: 

I began to sense that what this dance was all about was not only discrete 
movements, which are what most of my solos are about, i.e., discrete movements 
with interruptions, but also a particular kind of transition. It would be about a 
kind of pacing where a pose is never struck. No sooner had the body arrived at 
the desired position than it would go immediately into the next move, not 
through momentum but through a very prosaic going on. And there would be 
very different moves—getting down on the floor, getting up. There would be 
this pedestrian dynamic that would suffuse and connect the whole thing. So the 
whole thing, though it would be composed of these fragments of movement 
unrelated both kinetically and positionally or shapewise, would look as though it 
were one long phrase. (Rainer 1999, 64) 
 

This is the difficulty of Trio A, the pacing that demands the discreteness of each action 

enacted within a consistent continuum of dynamic and temporal uniformity, without pause 

or emphasis. Pat Catterson, one of the three individuals who have been authorized by Rainer 

to teach the dance, addresses this:  

The manner in which Trio A was performed was as unique as its moves. There 
was no hailing of the audience to it, no bravado, no seduction by personality, 
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dramatic expression or flashy display; there was only the concentrated doing. It 
was like watching the ease, calm attention to detail, elegance, efficiency, and flow 
of someone doing anything in life that is practiced and familiar. [. . .] It was a 
different definition of performing for me—that is, performing as just normal 
doing, not a special way or being that happens when one is on stage. (Catterson 
4) 
 
The hardest part came at the end when we were trying to master its ‘pacing,’ as 
Yvonne calls it—that is, finishing each move but not stopping or giving more 
emphasis to any one move over another. [. . .] I found I had to slow down, be in 
each moment for itself, that is, not head anywhere but where I was. These tasks 
are part of the piece’s fascination, and doing them became kind of a meditation 
for me. (Catterson 5) 

 
The “concentrated doing” to which Catterson refers, necessitated by the difficulty of the 

pacing of the piece, echoes what is perhaps my most vivid sensation within Trio A. The work 

of the dance, what I perceive to be the real embodiment of the work-like aesthetic, is the 

meditative maintenance of this pacing throughout the discreteness and disparity of the 

actions it pervades. Catterson goes on to say, “In a way it is its own technique, as exacting as 

any other, an ideal one can only approximate with each performance” (Catterson 5). If there 

is a technique being practiced within the doing of Trio A, I experience it as the practice of 

maintaining unity (of pacing, timing, and dynamics) and disparity (of shape and form of each 

individual action), equality and equanimity of the body, attention, and space, and within the 

phenomenal experience of this effort, recognizing the inevitable conflation of these factors, 

the inseparability of the discrete from the unified, the body and the time and space in which 

it occurs condensed into the singular consciousness of the momentary “here and now” of 

the dancing. 

I now offer historical and theoretical contextualization for this approach to dance scholarship. 

Perhaps logically, perhaps intuitively, it seemed clear that “writing” (this is not an 

unproblematic term) that emerges from the dancing body constitutes, or at the very least 
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must account for, a phenomenology of dance. Maxine Sheets wrote The Phenomenology of 

Dance in 1966 (this is an interesting synchronicity). She writes: 

When a dance is there for us, we intuitively know that it is there; something alive 
and vibrant is happening on stage, and as we are totally engaged in our 
experience of that happening, we too are alive and vibrant: we have a lived 
experience. Judgments, beliefs, interpretations are suspended: our experience of the 
dance free of any manner of reflection. We are spontaneously and wholly intent 
upon the continuously emerging form which appears before us, thoroughly 
engrossed in its unfolding. [. . .] The meaning of any dance comes alive for us 
only as we ourselves have a lived experience of the dance, and is not the result of 
either prior knowledge of dance or of any later reflective efforts. If we reflect 
upon the dance after it has been presented in the hope of discovering its 
meaning, we can only arrive at its significance from a distance. (Sheets 3-4) 

 
Sheets writes here from a perspective that still might be either as the dancing body or as the 

viewer of the dancing body, yet her emphasis is the lived experience, the “continuously 

emerging form” by which we know a dance and its meaning. She goes on to write: 

Whatever we know of dance and whatever we may seek to know, it is the 
immediate encounter which constitutes the foundation of our knowledge: neither 
dance nor the lived experience of dance exists apart from the creation and 
presentation of the concrete thing itself. What is written down as a notation of 
dance is a guide to the future appearance of a dance, an appearance which is not, 
until the dance is re-created. Once it has been re-created and presented, both the 
dance and the lived experience of the dance are part of the past which is no 
longer. (Sheets 4-5) 

 
Here again we brush up against the problematic term “writing,” tied more specifically now to 

the notation of dance. Sheets distinguishes between the dance-as-score, a “guide to the 

future appearance of a dance,” and the re-created dance itself. I find it to be significant that 

she describes this process as a recreation. Staging, restaging, reconstruction, direction, and 

recreation all become somewhat disputed terms in the field of dance notation; their usage is 

not always clear, and provides the topic of an ongoing discussion amongst dance notators 

and other professionals involved in the notation of dance (Dance Notation Bureau Theory 

Board). Without segueing into a discussion of the semantics of the field of notation, I want 

to emphasize the fact that in dancing a dance from score, enacting the material that has been 
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described in the notation, there is both a re-enactment and a re-creation at work. As I dance 

Trio A, I am both re-enacting the dance choreographed by Rainer and notated by Clarke and 

Kolff, and I am re-creating it in and as my own body. There is what I identify as an 

essentially post-modern tension here between the reading (here conflated with dancing) of 

that which has come before and the writing (also here conflated with dancing) of that which 

now is. The dance moves between what it was and what it now is. Sheets seems to address 

this as well: 

The created form [of the dance] comes alive in all its rich fullness only as the 
dancers are reflectively aware neither of themselves, nor of the dance as a pre-
existing form through which they move. The dance comes alive precisely as the 
dancers are implicitly aware of themselves and the form, such that the form moves 
through them: they are not agents of the form, but its moving center. (Sheets 6) 

 
While there is some aspect of the dance contained in the “writing” about dance, be that 

writing in the form of verbal description or movement notation, Sheets reminds us that the 

dance itself is inseparable from the dancing body. In the moment of enactment, the dance is 

defined by the dancing body and the dancing body, the dancer, is defined by the dance. As I 

dance Trio A, it is becomes defined by my dancing body even as I simultaneously become 

defined by Trio A. Susan Leigh Foster, in her comparison of four twentieth century 

choreographers (Deborah Hay, George Balanchine, Martha Graham, and Merce 

Cinningham), found her research demonstrative of “how the processes of making a dance 

and making a dancer are bound together” (Foster 1986, 3). 

 This conflation of the dance and the dancer within the moment of enactment is 

essential to phenomenological perspective of dance and dance research. Sheets writes: 

It [phenomenology] has to do rather with descriptions of man and the world as 
man lives in-the-midst-of-the-world, as he experiences himself and the world, 
keenly and acutely, before any kind of reflection whatsoever takes place. [. . .] 
Instead of reflecting upon experience as the objective relationship of man to the 
world, the phenomenologist seeks the heart of the experience itself: the 
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immediate and direct consciousness of man in the face of the world. (Sheets 10-
11)  
 
Thus, if dance is the phenomenon, the phenomenologist describes the immediate 
encounter with dance, the lived experience of dance, and proceeds from there to 
describe the analyzable structures, such as temporality and spatiality, inherent in 
the total experience. (Sheets 12) 

 
I believe that this phenomenological perspective of dance is an essential element in the way 

in which I am researching through the embodiment of Trio A, and can be an essential 

component in the endeavor to maintain the dancing body at the center of dance research. By 

looking first within the immediate experiential encounter with dance, here suggested to be 

inseparable from the dancing body itself, rather than looking primarily to documentation, 

written accounts and descriptions, criticism, commentary, analysis, or other such texts that 

necessitate a remove from the phenomenon itself in order to achieve the necessarily 

“objective” perspective associated with much of academic and scholarly writing, the dance 

scholar/researcher thrusts the dancing body from the periphery to the necessary, embracing 

a more “subjective,” experiential, phenomenological perspective and voice. 

 I now address how this phenomenological perspective might be utilized methodologically. 

McNamara addresses the utilization of phenomenological hermeneutics within the 

methodologies, approaches, and concerns for researching dance in her article, “Dance in the 

Hermeneutic Circle.” She characterizes this approach as combining “one’s own pre-

understandings, the text, as well as the traditions and cultural context of the text” in order to 

construct the meaning for the text being interpreted, emphasizing “the values of 

understanding the very essence of the subject itself, within its various settings” (McNamara 

163). She goes on to write that: 

[. . .] any investigation of a dance phenomenon is not only about understanding 
what the meaning of that phenomenon is, but also about the processes of the 
investigator’s own construction of meaning as well. As one interacts with and 
comes to understand the phenomenon of investigation, one’s inner and outer 
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worlds form an intersection—a horizon joining the unfamiliar with the known. 
This lived moment can then be shared with others through language, which is 
usually meaningful. (McNamara 170) 

 
In this approach to dance research and scholarship, there is an emphasis on the 

“construction of meaning,” the meaningfulness of the phenomenal experience under 

investigation, the dance, emerging from the intersection of the personal condition of the 

dance researcher and the external situations and contexts of the dance itself. There is a ready 

acknowledgement of the researcher’s implication within that which is being studied, the lived 

experience of the dance. The boundaries between “subject” and “object,” the borders 

delineating the investigative researcher and the phenomenon under investigation, became 

further blurred when the dance researcher is also the enactor of the dance, the dancing body 

itself. As Sheets and Foster have asserted, within the lived moment of the dance’s 

enactment, the dance and dancer are one: there is no distinction between subject and object, 

and the researcher himself becomes the phenomenon under investigation. As I dance Trio A, 

the dance defined by me as much as I am defined by the dance, I myself become the 

phenomenon and the method by which the phenomenon is investigated. While this embrace 

of the intrinsically subjective, embodied nature of this perspective for research may at first 

seem compromising to popular notions of responsible scholarship, the reality is that it is a 

potential methodology that reflects the intrinsic nature of that which is being researched. If 

the dance does not exist separate from the dancing of it by the dancing body/dancer 

(recognizing that this in itself is not an undisputed assumption), then it becomes necessary to 

embrace the subjective, phenomenological experience of the dancing body in order to more 

fully apprehend the nature of the dance itself. 

 McNamara offers additional descriptions and implications of a phenomenological 

hermeneutic approach: 
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Hermeneutics is an unusually flexible paradigm, allowing for much creativity on 
the part of the interpreter. The hermeneut does not attempt to reproduce or 
objectively represent reality but, rather, builds an interpretation via a blueprint of 
her or his own design, and through logical argumentation. Unrestrained by rigid 
methodological underpinnings, the interpreter has the freedom to make 
numerous choices during every loop of the interpretive process. By constructing 
an understanding of meaning, rather than adhering to an exacting method, 
hermeneutics allows for the transient and mobile features of dance and its 
connected areas of inquiry to be more finely discerned. (McNamara 171) 
 
Data collected by the hermeneut is both qualitative and experiential. The 
interpreter strives to discover the essence and themes of the phenomenon 
through her or his own lived experience, the experiences of others, and the 
historical, sociocultural constructs of the phenomenon. (McNamara 173) 

  
Phenomenological hermeneutics insists upon the lived experience of the phenomenon as 

central to the interpretation of that which it investigates, and it expands from that lived 

experience to situate the phenomenological understanding within a context of further 

experiences, additional understandings and meanings that have been constructed for the 

phenomenon. This interpretation, then, becomes intertextual. 

I now address the intertextual aspect of this approach to dance research. Michael Worton writes 

in the foreword of Dancing Texts: Intertextuality in Interpretation: 

One of the most important developments in critical theory over the past thirty 
years has been the shift in attention from belief in the autonomy of the text and 
scrutiny of its formal features to a focus on the reader and his of her activity. [. . 
.] The reader is no longer viewed as a perpetual latecomer who is passively, even 
parasitically, dependent on the artistic text. Rather, we now recognize that in the 
act of reading and interpreting, the reader not only co-creates the text but 
engages in an act of self-creation or, more precisely, of self-definition. 
Interpretation is, of course, a function of identity and no two readers will ‘read’ 
exactly the same text. In this sense, reading is a personal transaction, a 
transaction operated between text and reader by the reader—in order to recreate 
him/herself. (Adshead-Lansdale x) 
 
Interpreatation is a performative act, a speculative response to a text and, 
crucially, a response both to the contexts in which the text was created and the 
contexts in which one is reading it. (Adshead-Lansdale xi) 

 
Familiar patterns of conflation are beginning to emerge: the dance and the dancer become 

defined by one another, subject becomes simultaneous object, the phenomenological 



Morris 13 

hermeneut becomes implicated within his phenomenon of study, and now the reader 

becomes the author, not only creating the meaning of the text in his interpretation of it but 

simultaneously constructing himself from the materials provided by the text itself. The 

moment of reading, of interpreting and constructing a meaningful understanding of the text 

constitutes the performative conflation the contexts of both the reader and that which is 

read. Jane Adshead-Lansdale writes: 

Earlier in the twentieth century, the spectator might have been seen as the target 
of manipulation, or reader of pre-existing formulae, but s/he can now be viewed 
as the co-producer of the performance, the ‘active creator of its meanings’ and 
‘in short as the only producer of the semantic and communicative potential of 
the performance text’ (de Marinis 1993: 158). Iser, and other theorists, posit the 
text as a structure that allows the reader to generate meanings, not as a vehicle 
through which a predetermined meaning can be discovered. ‘Reading thus 
constitutes an actualization, fulfillment, and materialization of the text, which 
produces meanings’ (de Marinis 1993: 164). Nevertheless the reader is not 
entirely free to complete the text, since textual structures intervene to guide the 
process. (Adshead-Lansdale 16-17) 

 
I am struck by the similarity of this discussion of the reader and the text to the ways in which 

we conceive of the dancer and the choreography being danced. The dancer is literally the 

“co-producer of the performance,” creating the movement of the dance organized within 

the structure of the given choreography, a structure that allows the dancer to generate the 

dance’s meaningfulness. The dancing “thus constitutes an actualization, fulfillment, and 

materialization of the [choreography], which produces meanings.” This applicability of this 

analogy is heightened further in the consideration of reading and dancing notation of 

existing choreography. In the situation of reading and dancing a dance from score, the 

boundaries between choreographer, notator, author, reader, and dancer all become blurred, 

raising questions concerning the nature and accessibility of “the original,” and the difference 

between the dance as it once was, as it was written, and the dance as it now is, enacted, 



Morris 14 

defined and made meaningful in and as my dancing body. This blurring is addressed in 

Roland Barthes’ “The Death of the Author” in Image-Music-Text: 

The explanation of a work is always sought in the man or woman who produced 
it, as if it were always in the end, through the more or less transparent allegory of 
the fiction, the voice of a single person, the author ‘confiding’ in us. (Barthes 
143) 
 
The Author, when believed in, is always conceived of as the past of his own 
book: book and author stand automatically on a single line divided into a before 
and an after. The Author is thought to nourish the book, which is to say that he 
exists before it, thinks, suffers, lives for it, is in the same relation of antecedence 
to his work as a father to his child. In complete contrast, the modern scriptor is 
born simultaneously with the text, is in no way equipped with a being preceding 
or exceeding the writing, is not the subject with the book as predicate; there is no 
other time than that of the enunciation and every text is eternally written here and 
now. The fact is (or, it follows) that writing can no longer designate an operation of 
recording, notation, representation, ‘depiction’ (as the Classics would say); rather, 
it designates exactly what linguists, referring to Oxford philosophy, call a 
performative, a rare verbal form (exclusively given in the first person and in the 
present tense) in which the enunciation has no other content (contains no other 
proposition) than the act by which it is uttered—something like the I declare of 
kings of the I sing of very ancient poets. (Barthes 145-146) 

 
It might also be asserted that the dance as text is eternally “written” (here again that shifting, 

problematic word) in the here and now. In fact, it may even be considered to be more so 

than other texts by virtue of its evanescent performative condition. It behind leaves no 

material object to be considered, and while certainly the traces of the dance remain within 

the dancing body itself, it does not yet seem feasible to assert that the body that has danced a 

particular work might in itself be considered the dance. While the two, the dancer and the 

dance, are inseparable, immanently defined by one another, after the moment of enactment 

has passed, the degree to which the two might be equated is tenuous at best. 

 I now address the exceptional situation of dance notation. Yet in the instance of a dance being 

written within a system of movement notation, a material artifact, an object for 

consideration, does in fact remain. It can be argued that the notation itself is not the dance; 

the dance, as stated above, insists upon the moving body for its existence. The notation of a 
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dance, its score, serves as a system of instruction for the re-embodiment of the dance, its 

staging via the recreation of the movement within the dancing body. Notation offers a 

unique situation in which to study history and dances of the past not through remote 

accounts and traces, nor through the assumption of an exact replication of that which once 

was, but in a creative re-embodiment, literally situating the dancing body of the researcher 

within the moment-by-moment movements of the past. Helen Thomas takes up this cause 

in her article “Reconstruction and Dance as Embodied Textual Practice”: 

The first question we might want to ask is: why reconstruct past dances in the 
first place? The answer to this from the perspective of dance scholarship 
generally refers back to dance’s ephemeral nature and the need to search for a 
usable past upon which to build a substantive tangible tradition. Dance, as a 
performance art, unlike fine art or literature, does not leave behind it material 
objects, which remain ‘relatively’ stable in the sense that they can be touched, felt 
or looked at in their extant context. Rather, dance, according to Marcia Siegel (At 
the Vanishing Point: A Critic Looks at Dance, New York, NY: Saturday Review 
Press, 1968) ‘is an event that disappears in the very act of materializing.’ Despite 
advances in technologies for recording dance, the majority of dance events 
unfold in what phenomenologists term the ‘vivid present’—the here and now. 
(Thomas 33) 

 
This point is also briefly addressed by Rudolf von Laban himself: 

Generally speaking, the understanding of the meaning of dance-movements lies 
in the awareness of the norm in which movement elements are compounded 
together in a particular dance-movement. The main source of this awareness is 
the experience one gets in the performance of the movements. This experience is 
something which we can know and memorise, even without being able to give to 
each detail of it a separate name. If knowledge is acquired in getting the feel of 
the movement, the memorizing is achieved through repeated performance. 
(Ullman 29) 
 
It becomes then, possible to seize the different meanings of different movement-
combinations and to understand them even intellectually. The comprehension 
can be eased if the various configurations of movement elements are recorded in 
an appropriate notation. No further reference to verbal description of doubtful 
and insufficient word-substitutes from the terminology of psychology is needed. 
(Ullman 30-31) 

 
Thomas makes for us the connection between the reconstruction of past dances with their 

inherently “vivid present” condition. In his brief comment, Laban himself situates the 
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apprehension of the meaning of movement within the performance of it, the “feel” of it, the 

sense of how it is put together, and the usefulness of notation in facilitating this 

comprehension. While it is not his explicit intention to situate the use of movement notation 

within the methodologies of the phenomenological hermeneutic dance researcher, his 

statements can definitely be used to support such an application. At the essence of 

movement notation re-enactment is the moment-by-moment direction of the dancing body 

through a “here and now” phenomenon integrating the dance and the dancer in a 

meaningful lived experience of historical dance. 

 Susan Leigh Foster also addresses the creative re-situation of history in the context 

of the historian in Choreographing Histories. She writes: “Whatever the kinds and amounts of 

bodily references in any given constellation of practices, they will yield versions of historical 

bodies whose relation to one another is determined as much by the historian’s body as by 

the times they represent” (Foster 1995, 6).  Foster here references the “constellations of 

practices” which the historian constructs from which to construe the nature of the historical 

moving body. In her text, she is specifically discussing scholarly practices in which the 

historian envisions historical bodies by way of written accounts of physical practices, 

descriptions of bodies and physical codes of conduct, and even medical sources, all from 

which to evoke a kind of kinesthetic sympathy for the nature of those bodies and all the 

contextual context that they contain. In historical moving bodies Foster seeks out a kind of 

gestalt corporeality, bodies charged with “political, social, sexual, and aesthetic significance” 

(Foster 1995, 7). She writes: 

They [historical bodies] create a stir out of the assimilated and projected images 
from which they are concocted, a kind of stirring that connects past and present 
bodies. This affiliation, based on a kind of kinesthetic empathy between living 
and dead but imagined bodies, enjoys no primal status outside the world of 
writing. It possesses no organic authority; it offers no ultimate validation for 
sentiment. But it is redolent with physical vitality and embraces a concern for 
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beings that live and have lived. Once the historian’s body recognizes value and 
meaning in kinesthesia, it cannot dis-animate the physical action of past bodies it 
has begun to sense. (Foster 1995, 7) 

 
Foster puts a profound trust in the living kinesthetic experience of the historian’s body to 

intuit the meaningful resonance of the bodies it seeks to recreate. She later states, “As 

historians’ bodies affiliate with documents about bodies of the past, both past and present 

bodies redefine their identities” (Foster 1995, 10). Here again we are presented with this 

theme of consolidation: just as the dance and the dancer become phenomenally defined by 

one another, within historical practice, the identities of past and present bodies become 

redefined. History is then a creative practice of construction and reconstruction of moving 

bodies, a kind of “choreography,” those historically moving bodies finding definition 

through the bodily knowledge of the historian, the body of the historian becoming 

implicated within the history being created. While notation and dance reconstruction are not 

the methods by which Foster illustrates her perspectives, her creative approach to history 

being mediated by the corporeality of the historian carries immediate implications for the 

process of reconstituting and redefining dancing bodies implicit in the notation of historical 

dancing bodies. My dancing of Trio A becomes a creative act of history making, an inter-

definition between the choreographer Yvonne Rainer, the dance as it originated in 1966, the 

dance as it was taught in 2003, the analytical (essentially embodied) understanding of the 

movement by notators Kolff and Clarke, and my own contemporary dancing body.  

 I now deviate briefly to address the choreological perspective and its potential relevance to the pursuit 

of embodied scholarship. Valerie Preston-Dunlop and Anna Sanchez-Colberg address the 

complex phenomenological condition of embodiment and situate it within Laban’s seminal 

research in their explication of the “choreological perspective.” They write: 

Choreology, as a general term, is regarded as the scholarly study of dance. The 
term was first introduced by Rudolf Laban in 1926 in the curriculum of his newly 
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opened Choreographisches Institut (Maletic, 1987). His purpose was to establish 
a culture in which dance scholarship, as theoretically sound practice, could 
develop alongside and intermingled with the making of dance theatre works. 
Laban regarded himself as ‘an artist/researcher’, not separately but concurrently, 
his outcomes being sometimes an advance in understanding dance and 
movement, expressed in a book, an article, a workshop or lecture, and sometimes 
through the creation of a choreographic work that embodied his understanding. 
(Preston-Dunlop 2002, 2-3) 

 
It seems staggering to consider that the pursuit of dance scholarship that integrates theory 

and dance is a tension in which we continue to find ourselves grappling when strides 

towards this method of approach were being made almost a century ago. Preston-Dunlop 

and Sanchez-Colberg’s articulation of the choreological perspective seems to perfectly 

articulate the goals and ideals of embodied scholarship and situate them from the start in 

Laban’s work. This continual resonance between the pursuit of embodied dance research 

and Laban’s theories and pursuits reinforce my perspective of the appropriateness of the 

incorporation of Labanotation within this “case-study” project seeking to situate the dancing 

body at the center of dance research. 

 Preston-Dunlop and Sanchez-Colberg go on to further explicate the process and 

implications of embodiment and a choreological perspective: 

Embodying is a process which gives tangible form to ideas. It is also a process by 
which the ideas dormant in practice emerge. In dance, it fuses the ideas with the 
movement and with the performer of the movement. Indeed, embodying a dance 
work fuses all the participants in the event in a multilayered tangible process. [. . 
.] The embodiment of movement by performers is a more complex process than 
the word suggests. It is more than getting movement into the performers’ bodies, 
more than their physical muscle, bone, and skin. Embodiment of movement 
involves the whole person, a person conscious of being a living body, living that 
experience, giving intention to the movement material. (Preston-Dunlop 2002, 7) 
 
The process of embodying provides a perspective from within. The embodying 
person, from reified to corporeal, has a perspective distinct from that of the 
observer. Embodying material in dance is about presenting something 
(unutterable) through the tangible person-based medium to be appreciated and 
also living something (unutterable) as experience. The knowledge from 
experience and the knowledge from observation are distinct but essentially inter-
related and ultimately inter-dependent. Articulation of the inter-relationship is 
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essentially choreological in that it requires this multi-level complexity for its 
knowing. [. . .] Thus a choreological perspective commences from a position of 
embodiment and corporeality, aims to discuss, debate and arbitrate the lived 
body’s own multiple constitution, namely, the body as a cultural phenomenon 
and, most importantly, the body that is not just physical vehicle of meaning but 
an inter-subjective identity-in-the-making. (Preston-Dunlop 2002, 11) 
 
Moreover, a choreological perspective moves beyond theories of reading dance 
that place either the creator, the performer or the audience in a privileged 
position. It proposes a triadic perspective which examines the inter-relationship 
of these three positions given the distinct fact that dance, like theatre and other 
forms of performance, is mediated by living, intending, feeling, thinking 
‘bodies’.” (Preston-Dunlop 2002, 11-12) 

 
In the choreological perspective, echoing sentiments previously articulated by Foster, the 

dancing body becomes ideological. It is intrinsically intertextual and phenomenological, 

“inter-subjective” and “identity-in-the-making.” The choreological perspective actively 

integrates the experience of the creator, performer and audience in the process of 

establishing the meaningfulness of the dance. While this explication of choreology may be a 

deviation from the primary subject at hand, heavily dependent on quotation, I offer it as an 

established resource potentially fertile in perspective of both ideology and methodology that 

we might consider in our pursuit of embodied scholarship. 

 From here I gracefully segue into an exegesis of the meaningfulness of Trio A. If fully rehearsed, this 

exegesis will be verbally delivered while again dancing the dance. This relatively convoluted explication 

of various post-modern perspectives and methodologies constitutes the constructed 

constellation of these perspectives that constitute the theoretical foundation by which I can 

substantiate the exegesis of my embodied investigation of Trio A. I would now like to give 

my attention to this exegesis. When I am dancing this dance, I have tried to contemplate the 

possibility that it is somehow the encoding of the times in which it was formed within my re-

enactment, as my dancing body. I look to my experience as my dancing body to reveal the 

socio-cultural climate of the 1960s, a culture saturated with the “space race” and “the cold 
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war,” the construction of the Berlin wall, the Vietnam War and anti-war protests, the civil 

rights movements, the assassinations of John F. Kennedy, Malcolm X, and Martin Luther 

King Jr., the imminent Stonewall riots in New York, the May 1968 riots in France, and the 

pervasive sexual revolution. I look for the excitement and experimentation of the Judson 

Dance Theater in which Rainer herself was central and the composition workshops of 

Robert Dunn. I try to sense the “postmodern turn” in architecture, painting, and literature. I 

attempt to sense the forthcoming presence of poststructuralist thought in which so much of 

my research methodology is grounded. But I cannot hold these intellectual pursuits within 

my field of awareness. Despite Foster’s insistence on the inscription of historical contexts 

within the historical moving body, these are not immediately apparent within my experience. 

And perhaps they need not be. In fact, Rainer offer in the program notes of the 1968 

performance of The Mind is a Muscle at the Anderson Theater: 

“The conditions for the making of my stuff lies in the continuation of my 
interest and energy. Just as ideological issues have no bearing on the nature of 
the work, neither does the tenor of current political and social conditions have 
any bearing on its execution. The world disintegrates around me. My connection 
to the world-in-crisis remains tenuous and remote. I can foresee a time when this 
remoteness must necessarily end, though I cannot foresee exactly when or how 
the relationship will change, or what circumstance will incite me to a different 
kind of action. Perhaps nothing short of universal female military conscription 
will affect my function (The ipso facto physical fitness of dancers will make them 
the first victims); or a call for a world-wide cessation of individual functions, to 
include the termination of genocide. This statement is not an apology. It is a 
reflection of a state of mind that reacts with horror and disbelief upon seeing a 
Vietnamese shot dead on TV—not at the sight of death, however, but at the fact 
that the TV can be shut off afterwards as after a bad Western. My body remains 
the enduring reality (Rainer 1974, 71). 

 
Instead of the social, cultural, political, and sexual contexts of Rainer’s 1966 moving body, or 

even the potentially more familiar contextual conditions of its re-enactment and notation in 

2003, I find my focus constantly redirected to the immediacy of my own dancing body, its 

contexts and condition being enacted and perceived as the Trio A of my body. As my body, I 
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experience equanimity of both body and space. No action takes on greater importance than 

any other, the pacing of the movement neutralizing temporal emphasis and the overall effort 

of the action suggesting a kinesthetic monotone. There is a calm: the meditative effort of the 

dance, at the intersection of the complex specificity of the movement and the simplicity with 

which it unfolds. In my simultaneous kinesthetic awareness of both oneness and 

differentiation, I find what may be the meaningful revelation of Trio A. As my dancing body, 

through my Trio A, I exist in a persistent awareness of each unfolding distinction unified 

within a constant field of consciousness; this is the philosophy of my dancing body. In each 

moment, as I concentrate on the articulation of the exact detail of each discrete action as 

notated, I am hardly aware of what is next. One movement does not lead thematically or 

kinetically to the next, and it is only as I move through the series of actions that the next 

presents itself. The persistent “here and now” is one of hardly knowing, barely maintaining, 

perpetually revisiting what is in fact known and familiar but veiled from comprehension by 

the preceding moment. What can be certain is that the next action will not resemble the 

previous, or any previous action; there is no overt repetition in Trio A. Like Catterson, I am 

required to remain fully within each present moment, to head nowhere except where I am. 

And yet in the unfolding “originality” of each present moment and action, the discovery of 

the familiar yet distinct, there remains the underlying pervasive unity of tone and pacing. If 

there is a social, cultural, or political commentary that emerges from my dancing of Trio A, it 

is this: the necessary work of maintaining a commitment to both difference and sameness, 

diversity and commonality, the individual discreteness and the unified whole. Perhaps there 

is a “technique” implicit in Trio A, as Catterson suggests, but I would propose that it is not 

only a technique for dancing or for dance aesthetic, but a practice and philosophy for being, 

for the ever unfolding lived here and now.  
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