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Introduction
0.0 A peculiar duet

The dance performance1 takes place in the venue Fabrica in Brighton. The 
audience looks down from all sides of the theatre upon a square, white floor, which 
functions as a stage and as a screen. The performance begins with the appearance of 
three straight, short white lines projected on the floor. The lines move horizontally from the 
left to the right of the stage during which they extend in length. To the right of the stage, 
the three white lines converge to form a diagonal mark and then disappear. A moment 
later, a bright, white light illuminates the entire theater. A dancer is lit up from where she is 
seated in a curled position on the left of the stage. Similar to how the lines moved before 
her, she too walks horizontally from the left to the right of the dance floor while maintaining 
her curled over posture. In the meantime, a white line traverses her body vertically and 
moves with the dancer to the other side of the stage. During this passage, the line moves 
forward and backward in coincidence with the dancer’s movement, as she shifts her body 
weight forward and backward. Gradually, a second light appears onstage. This time the 
light forms a silhouette around the dancer’s body and contracts and expands together with 
the dancer’s movements. In addition, the silhouette intensifies its amount of light as the 
dancer intensifies the force of her movements, in particular the movements of her arms 
and legs. The scene ends with the dancer and the light next to each other. Now, the 
technologically projected light and dancer seem to perform the same movement phrase2 
while both moving in the same direction. Finally, the dancer stands still and watches as the 
white light grows to cover the entire dance floor, and then, slowly shrinks back down to a 
spot in the dark before disappearing.

The above paragraph describes the opening scene of Glow (2006), a relatively 
recent example of what this thesis calls ‘staged digital dance’.3 Glow is made by the 
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1 This is one of the few exceptions where the term performance refers to a culturally organized event, which 
brings together performers and the audience in a (most often) shared time and space. Otherwise, in this 
thesis, I understand performance as an act; that is, the display of certain skills to an audience. 

2 A movement phrase refers to organized movement into units of time and space.

3 Staged digital dance is not an officially existing term. It is a term that I use in this thesis to refer to 
choreographic practices that are based on the creation and execution of a pre-set choreography on a 
theatrical stage to a seated audience. This is only one subset of dance performance within a larger range of 
practices that fall under the category of ‘digital dance’ and incorporate various kinds of experimentation with 
contemporary digital and networked communication technologies.



choreographer Gideon Obarzanek and the media artist Frieder Weiss. Weiss’s website 
promotes Glow as a “spectacular 27-minute duet for body and technology, an essay on the 
relationship of dance and cutting-edge software technology.”4 A curious performance to 
witness a duet between body and digital technology, Glow was created and performed with 
the “latest video-based real-time interactive technologies that operate with sophisticated 
motion-tracking software”, and which I viewed as an audience member in Brighton in 
2008.5

Watching Glow left me feeling disoriented. Although apparently simple in its ideas, 
there is something peculiar about Glow’s choreography as a result of the replacement of 
one of the human dancers with interactive technology in its presentation of a duet. To start 
with, the projected images are present on the stage throughout the entire performance. 
Therefore, the actions executed by the technology, perceived in the form of projected 
images, are over-exposed for the perception of the spectator. Secondly, the projected 
images play an active role throughout the performance in conjunction with the movements 
of the dancer. In turn, the movements of the dancer seem to complete the movements of 
the technology and vice versa. Hence, the choreography of Glow seems to portray two 
different types of movement to be perceived onstage: human and technological. What is 
more, when viewed separately, the movements of the physical dancer and the movement 
of the projected images make little sense. When viewed together, the movements 
executed by the human dancer and by the projected images impress upon the viewer an 
unusual aesthetic experience and choreographic concept for dance. Glow’s choreography 
raises many questions, in particular on the ‘nature’ of its duet: What kind of duet is this? 
How can one dance with computer technologies? And why do I feel so disoriented by 
watching Glow?

The second viewing of Glow made me realize that Glow’s choreography is peculiar 
because it does not fulfill my expectation of a dance performance, which is―in a strict 
sense―to see dancing bodies on stage. Generally speaking, as a viewer, when watching 
a dance performance what draws my attention the most are the kinesthetic qualities of 
dance movement and how the choreography organizes the dancing bodies in time, space, 
and energy. Technology, however, at this point, did not form part of my expectations from a 
dance performance. Rather, at this moment, I perceive technology at moments in which 
technology creates a certain effect on the dancing body: for example, when sidelights add 
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4 http://www.frieder-weiss.de/works/all/Glow.php Accessed on 12.01.2010

5 http://www.frieder-weiss.de/works/all/Glow.php Accessed on 12.01.2010

http://www.frieder-weiss.de/works/all/Glow.php
http://www.frieder-weiss.de/works/all/Glow.php
http://www.frieder-weiss.de/works/all/Glow.php
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an extra lyrical effect to the movements of the dancer. Or I may perceive lighting based on 
how it adds a certain ‘mood’ to the choreography. In sum, there seems to be a certain 
hierarchy in my perception of a dance performance. In this ordering, the human body is of 
primary significance while technology seems to play a supporting role (and is of secondary  
prominence). Moreover, I realize that until Glow, I have paid little attention to relationships 
between dancers and technologies.

Glow’s integration of technology in its choreography, however, seems to unsettle 
this primary/secondary positioning of the human dancer and technology to that I am used 
to. Glow’s choreography requires a distribution of attention between the human dancer 
and the projected images provided by the technology. In fact, in Glow, technologies seem 
to occupy a role equal to the dancer’s and they seem to function as a central element of 
the choreography. What is more, the aesthetic effects of the technology, perceived in the 
form of visual imagery, are staged so as to demonstrate a relationship between the human 
and non-human components within the choreography. Although non-human, the central 
role played by technology throughout the choreography leads to unconventional notions of 
technologies as performers onstage, alongside the human dancer. As a result, it seems 
that both human and technology in different ways perform the dance, in the sense of 
executing and/or showing an act in front of an audience. This implies that projected 
imagery created by the interactive technology is a part of the choreography ‘proper’ and 
not an add-on to enhance the aesthetic impact of the choreography.

As I will show in my thesis, Glow as an artistic gesture very much stands out 
against the ‘conventional’ staging of Western theatrical dance since its establishment in 
the (late) nineteenth century. Historically, in dance, technology has been most often 
understood as an assisting device to enhance the physical presence of the human dancer 
or to facilitate the development of the narrative. The examination of aesthetic and 
infrastructural changes in Western theatrical dance presentation since the nineteenth 
century, when Western theatrical dance became an autonomous art form, enables us to 
comprehend how theatre conventions contribute to present expectations of staging and 
choreography. In the conventional mode of address of Western theatrical dance, the role 
of technology is reduced to a minimal level and the aesthetic effects created by 
technology, such as lighting, are rendered - by both design and convention - much less 
visible for the perception of the audience. The staging of such choreographies channels 
the focus to the human dancer whilst technology and its aesthetic effects remain of 
secondary prominence. In sum, in Western theatrical dance, the position of technology has 
developed within a hierarchy of perceptual importance, with the human positioned at the 
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center of attention and the technology at its periphery. Set against this backdrop, staged 
digital dance problematizes these human-centered expectations in dance with regards to 
the definition of performer, and it requires thinking differently about the actions executed by 
technology as that of technological performance.

Fig. 0.1 — Biped (1999)

Certain authors have raised questions that are similar to mine, with which they 
problematize the human-centric conventions in dance as well as the status of the 
technology in digital dance practices. Kent DeSpain’s article ‘Dance and Technology: A 
Pas-de-deux for Post Humans’ (2000) written after watching Biped (1999) [Fig. 0.1], is 
useful to understand the continuing impacts of human-centered staging conventions in 
Western theatrical dance. Created with digital motion-capture6 technologies choreographer 
Merce Cunningham’s celebrated piece Biped is performed live in a theatre; its 
choreography consists of the staging of physical bodies and animated virtual dancers 
onstage, projected on to a transparent scrim that allows the audience to see the physical 
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6 Motion-capture is an optical or magnetic process of inputting movement into a computer that records the 
movement as a result of sensors (or markers) attached to certain parts of the (real) dancers body. The 
moving body parts are recorded electronically and then converted into digital data that allow the movements 
to be manipulated and represented within a wide array of visual forms. (Rubidge, Sarah. ‘Defining Digital 
Dance. Dance Theatre Journal. Vol, 14. no 4, (1998): pp. 41-45)



dancers alongside the virtual ones. DeSpain’s article on Biped captures a self-reflective 
process that begins with the realization of the strong humanist conventions in dance:

(…) Over the course of the past century, all of the arts saw an 
unprecedented acceleration in the abstraction of the materials and content of 
artistic media away from their origins in human culture and nature. Dance 
(…) has been a site of resistance because of the bodily essence of the 
medium. No matter how much one works to choreograph non-referential 
movement, it is ineluctably  contexted and referenced through the somatic 
presence of the performer. In contrast to the visual arts, it might even be 
argued that minimalist or serialist experimentations in movement actually 
accentuate the humanism of the dancing.7

Having noted the art form of dance’s human-centered conventions, DeSpain 
elaborates on how the human-centric staging in dance is challenged by the non-human 
ghostly virtual dancer’s kinesthetic response between the virtual figures and him:

From even a few feet away I feel a bit detached from this ‘dancer’. Lacking 
individuality in the way I am used to experiencing it, I don't feel compelled to 
attend to its dancing. So I step closer. Here, almost surrounded by the 
screens, my customary fourth wall protection is lost. As if on stage, I finally 
join this dance, beginning to feel some of that sense, that connection—my 
body to your body, your moving to my moving—that has kept me in this field 
through many lean years. Yet, who am I connecting with?8

Being confronted with the perception of non-human performers alongside human 
dancers leads DeSpain to engage with questions on the human-centric defining features 
of the art form of dance. Realizing that dance can entail more than ‘just’ humans, with 
fright and fascination, de Spain poses the following questions:

Must dance involve humans? Are the dances of birds and bees merely 
metaphorical? Can imagined creatures dance? Can movement have value 
and meaning that to us beyond the limitations of human dancers? (…) How 
much of the meaning we derive from dance comes from the humans, and 
how much might inhere within abstract qualities of movement (direction, 
shape, speed, complexity, etc.)?9

Here, we can see that DeSpain questions the human-centered tendency within the 
art form of dance, wondering whether Biped points to the need to open up this art form to 
non-humans. In fact, the title of his article indicates clearly that DeSpain considers a 
transition from a human(ist) paradigm to a posthuman paradigm in the art form of dance. 
The posthuman paradigm in dance, which stands in contrast to the historically established 
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7 DeSpain, Kent. ‘Dance and Technology: A Pas-de-deux for Post Humans’. Dance Research Journal. Vol. 
32, no.1, (Summer 2000): p.11.  

8 DeSpain, 2000: p. 2.

9 DeSpain, 2000: p. 6, 12. 



conventions in the understanding, staging, and perception of dance, and the complexities 
related to this issue, is of great relevance for the arguments of this thesis and will be 
addressed in the later chapters (four and five) of this thesis. Much of my work in the early 
chapters of this thesis however, is dedicated to a theoretical and practice-based coming to 
terms with how staged digital dance marks a turning point in unsettling of the hierarchy-
based and human-centered understanding in the art form of dance.
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0.1 Digital dance: an interdisciplinary field
The twentieth century, as dance scholar Kerstin Evert (2002) emphasizes, so key to 

the comprehension of dance today, contains within it two prominent eras in terms of the 
integration of media technologies in dance: the 1960s and then in the 1990s.10 The 1960s 
mark the slow entry of computers in the art form of dance, while the 1990s designate the 
acceleration in the convergence of computer and dance practice on an international scale. 
Indeed, the increase in the amount of experiments with dance and digital technologies in 
the mid-1990s was so significant that it created the need for a term to distinguish those 
dance practices that fundamentally rely on the integration of computer technology for its 
realization. Scholar and practitioner of this burgeoning sub-field of dance practice, Sarah 
Rubidge (2004) argues that despite the lack of a univocal practice, ‘digital dance’ seems to 
be a commonly recognized term amongst practitioners and theorists to designate dance 
practices that rely primarily on digital media with regard to the creation and presentation of 
their aesthetics and content.11

Rubidge explains that since its establishment in the mid-1990s, the practice of 
digital dance quickly began to develop in several directions within various forms, 
aesthetics, and styles while experimenting with different types of digital 
technologies.12Telematics,13 motion-capture,14 holographic images,15 Artificial 
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10 Evert, Kerstin. Dance and Technology at the Turn of the Last and Present Centuries’ in Dinkla, Soke, 
Leeker, Martina (eds). Dance and Technology. Moving towards Media Productions. Berlin: Alexander Verlag, 
2002: pp. 30-62.

11 Rubidge, Sarah. ‘Dance Criticism in the Light of Digital Dance’. Keynote paper at Taipei National University 
of the Arts. Seminar on Dance Criticism and Interdisciplinary Practice. 2004,
http://www.sensedigital.co.uk/writing/CritIntDiscTaiw.pdf Accessed on 02.02.2011. 

12 Rubidge, 2004. http://www.sensedigital.co.uk/writing/CritIntDiscTaiw.pdf. Accessed on 02.02.2011.

13 Telematic technology originated as the combination of telecommunications and computing (from the Greek 
"tele" meaning far away, and “matos” a derivative of machinari). Telematic Dreaming (1993) created by new 
media artist Paul Sermon and performed by dancer/choreographer and researcher in digital dance, Susan 
Kozel is an early example of the integration of telematic technologies in art practices.

14 Bill T. Jones’s Ghostcatching (1999) is another example of the integration of motion-capture technologies 
in dance practice from the 1990s. The captured images were ‘extracted’ from Bill T. Jones’s physical dance 
movements.

15 Holography is a technique which enables the creation of three-dimensional images; yet, what is created is 
the illusion of three-dimensionality based on the change of position and orientation of the viewing system to 
the human eye. Seigradi (2008) by the Italian company Santasagre illustrates a beautiful example of the 
implementation of holographic images in the practice of dance. 

http://www.sensedigital.co.uk/writing/CritIntDiscTaiw.pdf
http://www.sensedigital.co.uk/writing/CritIntDiscTaiw.pdf
http://www.sensedigital.co.uk/writing/CritIntDiscTaiw.pdf
http://www.sensedigital.co.uk/writing/CritIntDiscTaiw.pdf


Intelligence,16 SecondLife,17 and real-time interactive technology operating with motion-
tracking software18 are certain examples of the different technologies implemented in 
digital dance.19 Across all of these experiments, although technology plays a crucial role in 
the creation and realization of digital dance performances, the artistic aims, and the form 
and content of these performances vary greatly from each other, also as a result of the 
intrinsic qualities offered by the technology utilized in the artwork.

In relation to my own focus, it is important to be aware that there are at least three 
different types of digital dance practice created with real-time interactive technology,20 
operating with real-time motion-tracking software, which I suggest it is possible to 
categorize as: 1) choreographic installations;21 2) mixed practices, which combine 
elements of staged digital dance and choreographic installations;22 3) staged digital dance. 
Although each of these practices incorporate the same type of technology, each entails a 

18

16 Susan Broadhurst’s Blue Bloodshot Flowers (2001), which portrays a physical dancer and the avatar 
Jeremiah, is an example of the integration of Artificial Intelligence within this field. Artificial Intelligence refers 
to the intelligence of machines, it is also a branch in computer studies that aims to create ‘intelligent agents’.

17 Senses Places initiated by dancer and scholar Isabel Valverde expands dance improvisation into the 
virtual realm of SecondLife. SecondLife is an online virtual environment launched in 2003; it enables users to 
interact via online avatars.

18 The operation and characteristics of real-time interactive technologies in staged digital dance establishes 
the focus of this thesis. Such technologies are examined in detail through specific case studies in chapters 
two, four, and five. 

19 This is by no means an exclusive list of technologies implemented in digital dance nor of the type of artistic 
practices created within this field.  

20 This is not an exclusive categorization; rather, it refers to major trends within digital dance practice created 
with real-time interactive technology operating with motion-tracking software.  

21 What I refer to as choreographic installations follow certain principles of installation art. Different from 
staged performances, choreographic installations are often based on non-structured and non-trained 
audience participation for the realization of the artwork. In this respect, this type of choreographic practice 
shares certain features with participatory art developed in the 1960s, such as the exclusion of professional 
dancers, emphasis on the art work as a process rather than an object, and preference for non-theatrical 
settings. Most often, choreographic installations do not have a closure, nor are they bound by temporal 
restrictions. Often, choreographic installations entail unstructured audience participation. The creators shape 
the technical dimension of the installation by determining the artwork’s visual and aural aesthetic as well as 
the spatial arrangement of the interactive system within the installation space. Once set up, the installation 
can be activated by any visitor at any time during the opening hours of the location where the installation is 
installed. Some examples of this type of digital dance practice are Sensuous Geographies (2003) by the 
choreographer Sarah Rubidge and the composer Alistair MacDonald and trajets (1999-2011) by Gretchen 
Schiller and Susan Kozel.

22 What I refer to as mixed practices combine elements from choreographic installations and staged digital 
dance. Thus, a mixed practice may be either a staged dance performance performed by professionals that 
allows audience participation in certain moments of the performance, or it may involve a choreographic 
installation that combines professional performers and audience participation. Passage (2007) created by 
the company kondition pluriel is an example of a mixed practice, which combines a professional performer 
and audience participation. In general, examples of mixed practices are rare in comparison to choreographic 
installations or staged digital dance.



quite different kind of choreographic practice in terms of creation and reception as well as 
engaging quite different genres of dance and art more broadly. It is only the third category 
‘staged digital dance’, created with ‘first generation interactive technology’ –to use 
Johannes Birringer’s term which I explain below– that is of concern to this thesis. 

Generally speaking, staged digital dance as a strand of this larger field of digital 
dance experimentation extends existing choreographic practices of Western theatrical 
dance with which choreographers have worked in the past, through the addition of 
interactive technology alongside the human body. It tends to be the case in these works 
that the location, time, date, and the duration of artwork are fixed rather than open.23 The 
choreography has a beginning, middle, and end, and is to a large extent prescribed 
(meaning finalized) during the rehearsals. The aesthetics and form of the choreography, in 
staged digital dance, most often illustrates a correlation between the movements of the 
human dancer and the actions executed by the technology (i.e., projected images) on the 
basis of certain kinesthetic qualities, which are most often motivated by the dramaturgy. I 
examine the creation and perception of staged digital dance in detail in chapter two.

The discourse of digital dance in this thesis is understood to be composed and 
influenced in an ecological sense. This ecology of digital dance discourse includes 
practice-based knowledge and awareness, academic literature, and review writings by 
dance critics. The latter I take to represent the audience perspectives of reception. The 
examination of these three kinds of contributing parties to staged digital dance discourse is 
useful because, as I will show in the course of this thesis, there are certain inconsistencies 
among them, which are fruitful in coming to terms with how the hierarchy of perceptual 
importance actually operates.

19
23 Of course there are always exceptions that do not comply with categorization.



0.2 The interactive system
Although there are various ways to define the type of interactive technology that is 

utilized in the selected case studies, in this thesis, I define these as ‘real-time interactive 
technologies operating with motion-tracking software.’ Certain points are important to keep 
in mind with regards to this type of technology.

To start with, the idea of a responsive technical system —in contrast to many 
marketing strategies of interactive technologies—is not new. Avant-garde artists in the 
early 1920s had already envisioned a kinetic stage, which could react to the movements of 
the human performer. I discuss the historical precursors of interactive technology in 
chapter one.

Interactive system does not refer to a single technology but entails a system that 
consists of several components. Writer and practitioner in digital performance, David Saltz 
(1997) describes three necessary components to create an interactive performance.24 The 
first requirement is a sensing device capable of reading human movement or input, such 
as video, infrared lights or sensors attached to the body that detect the presence of the 
performer and translate aspects of the performer’s behavior into digital language. The 
second is a computer and (pre-programmed) motion-tracking software. Finally, this output 
needs to be translated into real world phenomena that humans can perceive. It should be 
added that the translation of input into output takes place in ‘real-time’. Real-time refers to 
the perception of a computational process, indicating the amount of time with which the 
computer processes incoming data into output.25 In sum, interactive technology entails a 
system that is composed of sensors (e.g. infrared lights, video, sensors attached to the 
dancer’s body), motion-tracking software (e.g. Isadora, Eyecon); as well as computer, 
projector, and a surface for projected images. The projected visual images are the 
outcome of a process enabled by the collaboration of the system’s various components. 
Although the audience is exposed only to the projected visual images, for the purposes of 
critical analysis, all components in the system need to be acknowledged because the 
projected images can be perceived only if all components execute their tasks correctly.

Central to staged digital dance is the fact that the output of the interactive system 
(meaning the projected images) is not only a translation of data provided by the dancer’s 

20

24 Saltz, David. ‘The Art of Interaction: Interactivity, Performativity and Computers’. Journal of Aesthetic and 
Art Criticism. Vol 55, Issue 2, (Spring 1997): pp. 118-119 

25 http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/realtime, Accessed on 13.02.2011 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/realtime
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movements, but they are also a reaction to them. Writer and practitioner in digital dance, 
Johannes Birringer (2008) considers interactive technology operating within a reactive 
logic as first-generation interactive systems.26 First-generation interactive systems merely 
respond to external stimuli in ways that are pre-programmed (often) by the media 
designer. They cannot create or regulate their behavior whereas certain interactive 
systems, which Birringer labels as second-generation interactive systems, such as artificial 
intelligence are capable of doing this.27 Experiments with first-generation interactive 
systems are particularly interesting in so far as they raised many discussions and fears 
about the supposedly reduced position of the dancer as a potential data supplier for the 
technical system used to create staged digital dance choreographies. Specifically, they 
generated (old) fears about the disembodiment of the dancing body (equated to a 
degradation of the dancing body) within the field of dance itself, a point that I address in 
chapter three.

From my own perspective in developing this research project, it is unusual that 
despite the common integration of this type of interactive technology in dance, very little 
has been written on the role of this type of technology as a performing element in the 
literature of digital dance. This is unfortunate because real-time interactive technology 
operating with motion-tracking software is the most frequently applied technology in the 
practice of digital dance. In fact, as Rubidge writes (2001), this type of technology “seems 
to hold an unchallenged place as the raison d’etre of the genre.”28 In this respect, by 
examining the role of interactive technology in the choreography of staged digital dance, 
and by developing an analytical model for the evaluation of the actions executed by 
technology as performance, this thesis will contribute to existing research in digital dance 
beyond the moment of emergence of these practices.

21

26 Birringer, Johannes. Performance, Technology&Science. PAJ Publications: New York, 2008: p. 153. 

27 Birringer, 2008: p. 147, 153.  

28 Rubidge, Sarah. ‘Action, Reaction, Interaction’. Dance Theatre Journal. Vol. 17, no. 2 (2001): p.38.
The reason for this frequent application is most likely related to the easy access of this type of technology (at 
least since the mid-1990s) for choreographers and visual artists. Moreover, the costs of the motion-tracking 
software as a consumer product on the market are relatively low. Motion-capture, for example, is a more 
expensive technology, which few choreographers have access to. 



0.3 Introducing the objects of analysis
Three relatively recent choreographies, which are representative of staged digital 

dance created with real-time interactive technology operating with motion-tracking 
software, are selected as case studies in this thesis.

Glow (2006), is created by the choreographer Gideon Obarzanek and the media 
designer/programmer Frieder Weiss.29 It portrays a 27-minute duet between a human 
dancer and visual images created in real-time by an interactive system. It has premiered in 
Australia in 2006 and is currently still on tour worldwide. Obarzanek describes Glow as a 
visual metaphor that represents “our own constant struggle with our primitive state of 
duality.”30

Apparition (2004) is made by the media designer Klaus Obermaier31  and the 
engineers of the Ars Electronica Lab in Linz. It premiered at the Ars Electronica Festival, 
which is one of the most prestigious international festival on arts and technology. It 
portrays two human dancers and projected visual images provided by an interactive 
system of motion-tracking technologies. Different to the making of Glow, in Apparition, the 
choreography was created by the dancers Desireé Kongerød and Rob Tannion.32 
Apparition’s dramaturge Scott deLaHunta describes the work’s artistic aim as the creation 
of a type of choreography where “your partner is software, (…) when virtual and real 
images share the same space, (…) [and] when everything moving on stage is independent 
and interactive at the same time.”33 In Apparition, some scenes portray an engagement 
between the human dancers and the real-time visual images provided by the interactive 
system whilst other scenes do not demonstrate any interactivity between or co-presence of 
the two different performing elements onstage at all.

16 [R]evolutions (2006), by the New York based company Troika Ranch, is created 
by the media artist/programmer/composer Mark Coniglio in collaboration with the 

22

29 Obarzanek and Weiss have also created Mortal Engine (2008), a sixty-minute choreographic work 
portraying ten dancers. In Mortal Engine, Obarzanek and Weiss further develop the artistic and technological 
ideas utilized in Glow.

30 http://www.chunkymove.com/Our-Works/Current-Productions/Glow.aspx, Accessed on 18.12.2010

31 Obermaier has created other works that combine dance and technology such as, D.A.V.E (1999), 
Vivisector (2002), and Le Sacre du Printemps (2007).

32 http://www.exile.at/Apparition/ Accessed on 10.08.2010

33 http://www.exile.at/Apparition/ Accessed on 10.08.2010 
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choreographer Dawn Stoppiello.34 The makers describe 16 [R]evolutions as the depiction 
of the “struggle of four invented characters” to find balance between the “primitive and 
intellectual sides of humanity.”35 The in real-time created visual imagery is integrated in 
particular scenes but not throughout the entire work.In contrast to Glow and Apparition, 16 
[R]evolutions has stronger narrative elements. 

23

34 Coniglio and Stoppiello founded Troika Ranch in 1994 with the aim to create artworks that combine dance 
and interactive digital media. Some examples of their work include: In Plane (1994), Yearbody for Solo 
Dance and Internet (1996), Vera’s Body (1999), The Chemical Wedding of Christian Rosenkreutz (2000), 
Reine Rien (2001), Surfacing (2004), Loop Diver (2009). Katherine Farley describes Troika Ranch’s main 
objective of integrating digital media into live performance as the “conviction that technology needs to serve 
the dance’s narrative structure. [For Troika Ranch] in order to facilitate a story or unify a sequence of events, 
technology must be both useful (i.e. easily accessible) and purposeful (artistically).” From “Digital Dance 
Theatre: The Marriage of Computers, Choreography and Techno/Human Reactivity”. BST Journal,  vol 3, no.
1, (2002). Available on http://www.people.brunel.ac.uk/bst/home.html. Accessed on 10.09.2012.

35 http://www.troikaranch.org/vid-16rev.html Accessed on 17.03.2011
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0.4 Outline of chapters
This thesis aims to make the following contributions to the critical dance discourse:  

1) to come to terms with the continuing impact of the construction and destabilization of 
the hierarchy of perceptual importance within the cultural practices - creative development, 
staging, and reception - of digital dance;
2) to critically think through the performativity of technology in digital dance; 
3) to re-think the complexity of the human-technology ‘duet’ or “interperformance” in digital 

dance practice. 

Framing the thesis’ contribution to staged digital dance discourse, chapter one examines 
the development of the position of technology in dance and theater in the (late) nineteenth 
century, showing how specific artistic and infrastructural changes in this era led to the 
establishment of a hierarchy of perceptual importance, which positions the human at the 
center of attention and the presence of technology and its aesthetic effects at its periphery. 
Understanding these conventions as staged digital dance’s conceptual and infrastructural 
heritage, this chapter shows how the reduction of technology to assisting devices is also 
perpetuated by the cultural practices of dance, during the creation and perception of the 
choreography.

The second chapter explores changes that staged digital dance has brought to the 
cultural practices and conventions of dance, via the case study Apparition. In order to 
demonstrate these shifts in dance as a cultural practice, I examine changes to first, the 
professional roles and expertise of those involved in the creation of a choreography, and 
second, the audience’s perspective, which is represented by dance critics’ reviews of my 
case studies of staged digital dance works. More specifically, this chapter shows how the 
integration of the interactive system and its aesthetic effects into staged digital dance 
destabilizes the hierarchy of perceptual importance explained in chapter one. It also 
underlines that the notion of performance can be applied to the actions taken by the 
interactive system.

While questions surrounding the use of technology are very much built into the 
choreographic concepts of staged digital dance in practice, the role of technology in digital 
dance tends to be given limited theoretical attention in digital dance literature. The third 
chapter examines recent literature on digital dance to show that the notion of technological 
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performance is missing from this discourse. It notes how digital dance literature tends to 
fall into three categories (‘from frozen to live media’, ‘metaphysical extension’, ‘body and 
technology in dialogue’) and shows how each category extends the hierarchy of 
perceptual importance in one way or another. As my review on the literature on digital 
dance in this chapter will show, although there have been some attempts to recognize the 
technology as an element of the choreography, I argue that these tend to be reductive and 
simplified in to certain programmatic, non-nuanced ways of thinking about technology as a 
type of performance in its own right.

Extending the notion of performance to the actions taken by the interactive system 
constitutes the focus of the fourth chapter. This chapter is primarily based on Jon 
McKenzie’s study Perform or Else (2001) and demonstrates how a more expanded and 
interdisciplinary observations of the various uses of the notion of performance results in 
quite different understandings of this term and its evaluative criteria. McKenzie has made a 
rather radical break on the notion of performance within the domain of techno-research 
(e.g. computer science, rocket science) - as technological performance - which allows me 
to draw upon how the performance of technology is evaluated in this field. This chapter 
translates the model used for evaluating technological performance within the field of 
techno-research onto staged digital dance, and using the case study of the opening scene 
of Glow, applies it to the actions of the interactive system in that work.

The final chapter takes the notion of performance further as interperformance to 
understand choreography in staged digital dance as that which emerges from the 
relationship between human and technological performance concepts. Discussing the 
notion of agency and approaching the notion of performance in terms of technical 
capacities, this chapter makes it clear that, although being different performing elements, 
human and technology can be brought together through common concepts of performance 
and techniques. Illustrating this argument in a close reading of 16 [R]evolutions, this 
chapter ends by pointing out that staged digital dance marks the entry of the art form of 
dance into the posthuman paradigm.
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