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2.0 Introduction
In the previous chapter I have described the concept of the hierarchy of perceptual 

importance between human and technology in theatrical performance, and opened up the 
possibility of viewing developments in dance through this concept first elaborated by 
Baugh. It is indeed the case that choreographies in which technology is integrated as a 
supporting component of a performance - to augment the physicality of the human 
performer or to cohere a conventional narrative together - have proliferated in the dance 
field. This type of choreography, I explained, results in a particular mode of address and 
conventions of perception for the audience, in which the aesthetic effects enabled by the 
technology paradoxically render the presence of technological performance invisible, and 
channel the audience’s focus to the human performer onstage. I also illustrated how this is 
the case both at the level of creation and reception. This institutionalized notion of 
hierarchies of artistic expertise tends to downplay the value of the aesthetic effects created 
by the technology, reducing aesthetic appreciation of the technological performances, and 
the relationship between human and technology, to a minimal level for the perception of 
the audience.

Yet, as I explained via the opening scene of Glow in the introduction of this thesis, 
staged digital dance practices have emerged to present to audiences quite a different 
mode of address concerning the role played by the interactive system within the 
choreography. In staged digital dance, the interactive system is often featured on the 
stage, through projected visual images, throughout the entire choreography. These real-
time generated visuals are hyper-exposed technological elements according to the 
perception of the audience, belaying an interactive aesthetic at the center of the artwork. 
This equal or leveled prominence of human and technological effect generated by the 
engagement of the human dancer and the interactive system has significant impacts upon 
the aesthetic perception of the work of dance as a whole. In addition, the choreography of 
staged digital dance often conceptually or narratively elaborates upon this relationship set 
up between the human performer and the output of the interactive system. Hence, staged 
digital dance portrays a significant increase of choreographic and viewer attention to the 
role and workings of the interactive system, the exposure of the aesthetic effects of 
technology, and experimentation in the technical and conceptual relationship between 
human and technology, all within the choreography itself.
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In this chapter, I argue that this dual character of staged digital dance (as composite 
of human and technological elements), and the different integration of the role of 
technology within its choreography, generates certain shifts in the cultural practices of 
dance. More specifically, I examine how staged digital dance alters the cultural practice of 
creation and perception of dance. At the level of creation, it is important to recognize 
changes in the roles and relations among the artistic (human) agents involved in creating 
works that result from this prominence given to the interactive system and its aesthetics 
within the choreography. I demonstrate these changes via ‘thick  interviews’1 with 
Apparitions’s dancers Desireé Kongerød and Robert Tannion who were also the 
choreographers in this artwork. At the level of reception it is necessary to consider the 
perception of audiences, which I capture in the ephemeral documentation and reviews 
surrounding the case studies examined in this thesis—Apparition (2004), Glow (2006), 
16[R]evolutions (2006). By attending to these texts by reviewers and critics invested in 
dance performance, I am working under the provision that such present and informed 
parties are indeed key contributors to the discourse on digital dance. From the perspective 
of this thesis, examining changes at the level of production and reception together in this 
way is useful in grasping a sense of how staged digital dance problematizes human-
centered conventions and habits within the art form of dance.

 Section 2.1 introduces Apparition. Section 2.2. discusses the level of creation and 
the mode of working required in staged digital dance with the aim to show how technology 
takes on a central role as a performing element and dance partner within the 
choreography. Section 2.3 presents the reviews of the selected case studies to 
demonstrate how the staging of the choreography leads to different perceptions of the role 
of technology. This chapter ends by underlining that the notion of performance needs to be 
extended to the actions executed by the technology within the context of staged digital 
dance.
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scholarly knowledge that I take from Clifford James in The Interpretation of Culture (1973).



2.1 The making of Apparition
Apparition (premiere in Linz/Austria in 2004) is an example of staged digital dance 

created by the Vienna based media artist and composer Klaus Obermaier in a 
choreographic collaboration with the two dancers that also perform in the work, Robert 
Tannion and Desireé Kongerød. Obermaier also collaborated with interaction designers 
and programmers Christopher Lindinger and Peter Brandl from the Ars Electronica 
Futurelab on the work’s technological components, and the system for motion-tracking and 
analysis was provided by Hirokazu Kato from Japan.2 Apparition is centered on a camera-
based motion-tracking system that uses complex computer vision algorithms to extract the 
performer’s moving outline/shape from the background. In this way, the system is capable 
of constantly updating information for body projections as well as qualitative calculations of 
dancer’s motion dynamics. The information derived from these calculations produces real-
time generation of visuals, projected back onto the body and/ or as large-scale 
background projections that react to the performers’ movements.

The starting point of Apparition is moving body projections facilitated by the 
interactive system developed for this piece. The system allows real-time responses to the 
gestures of the dancer in the form of abstract lines, shapes, and text, to mention a few 
programmed outputs. The choreographic concepts raised as questions by Apparition as a 
work, according to its makers, include: “What is choreography like when your partner is 
software? When virtual and real images share the same space? When everything moving 
on stage is independent and interactive at the same time?”3 Answers to these questions 
tend in other words to be inseparable from the work’s aesthetic appreciation and efficacy. 

The length of Apparition is approximately sixty minutes without an interval. The 
stage is empty in the sense that there are no décor or physical objects placed on stage. 
The technical equipment that ‘sense’ the dancers’ movements such as motion-tracking 
videos and infrared lights remain hidden from the audience’s vision; for example, some 
infrared lights are located behind the stage (see appendix 3, stage plan of Apparition). The 
physical dancers are dressed in simple skin-colored costumes. The performance consists 
of seven scenes in which Obermaier experiments with different opportunities offered by 
interactive media, progressing from simple to more complex scenes. Moreover, the scenes 
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2 http://www.exile.at/apparition/background.html Accessed on 09.03.2012

3 http://www.exile.at/apparition/background.html. Accessed on 09.03.2012.

http://www.exile.at/apparition/background.html
http://www.exile.at/apparition/background.html
http://www.exile.at/apparition/background.html
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are divided so that certain scenes portray interaction between the physical dancers and 
the interactive system whereas other scenes portray no interaction between the two 
different performing elements.4
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2.2 Changes in cultural practices of dance: creation
A. Technically distributed authorship

Staged digital dance’s choreography problematizes established conventions and 
processes of creative development in dance. The incorporation and role of the interactive 
system especially destabilizes the artistic authority of the choreographer and distributes 
authorship in an artistic, technical, and de-hierarchical sense, among the parties involved 
in the creation of the artwork. Such changes are reinforced in the greater role and 
responsibility of technical ‘agents’, that is, the media designer and the interactive system 
itself, as well as in the dancer’s heightened, necessary investment in cultivating functional 
literacy and intimacy with the technological system, as I will detail further in this chapter. 
Perhaps the most significant change for dance as a cultural practice however, resulting 
from digital dance works’ prominent role given to technology in the overall aesthetics of the 
artwork, is the introduction of the media designer as a co-creator of the choreography. 
Where previously a choreographer developed a work with and without dancers, the 
dynamics of creative production are radically triangulated by this new, central collaboration 
of media designer and choreographer. Rubidge (2004) explains that such close 
collaboration with a media designer is necessary because digital dance performances 
exploit highly complex interactive motion-tracking systems, which require expertise 
generally outside the scope of a choreographer.5 

The media designer takes up his/her new role in the creation of the choreography 
from the very start of the process of digital dance making. This is the key difference of 
digital dance: not just the introduction of this role, but such an elevated artistic status for 
the media designer compared to the conventional “support” status accorded to other 
technical professionals, such as the lighting designer. Indeed while the lighting designer 
tends to retain the conventionally low(er) artistic status of a ‘supporting’ technician, dealing 
with only the more complete versions of the choreography, the new role of media designer 
inside the creative development of staged digital dance is afforded far more artistic and 
technical influence and power in the creation of the choreography itself. This introduction 
of the media designer as a co-creator accordingly requires a shift in the position of the 
choreographer: unconventionally, the choreographer’s creative authority is partially shared 
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5 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. 
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with or given over to the media designer in order to make best aesthetic use of their 
knowledge of the technology. 6

 Richard Povall, co-founder of dance company half/angel, elaborates on the issue of 
the distribution of authority in digital dance. Povall (2001) argues that the emergence of 
digital dance was possible within the context of a larger new “paradigm of collaboration.”7 
For Povall, the relatively new emergent practice of digital dance fundamentally changes 
the distribution of power structures and roles both within the creation of an artwork.8 As 
early as 1993, Povall argued that digital dance performances require the choreographer to 
relinquish the omnipotent role he or she enjoys in non-digital technology based 
choreographic practices, in favor of a more egalitarian, collaborative relationship primarily 
with a computer programmer.9 This new paradigm, according to Povall, stands in direct 
contrast to what he calls the maker/performer paradigm, which he uses to name 
performances in which technology does not play a key role in the creation and reception of 
the artwork, and in which other technical support professionals, such as the lighting or 
sound technician, bring their separate, predetermined skills and contributions to the table 
only as and when the choreographer requires them to do so.10 By contrast, the media 
designer’s involvement, acknowledged as a collaborating role, sets up a non-conventional 
relationship of codependent creative working between the choreographer and designer of 
staged digital dance.

Kongerød, dancer and choreographer in Apparition, conceptualizes this changed 
working process in the term “parallel development.” According to Kongerød:

We [dancers, choreographers, and media designers] would all look at what 
one party was doing and give feedback after which the media artists (Peter 
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6 It should be mentioned that the challenge to the authority of the choreographer is not a new phenomenon. 
Pioneers of post-modern dance, for example, have challenged the authority of the choreographer and the 
established rules of choreographic strategies in the early 1960s. However, the understanding of the 
choreographer as unique creator of a dance work is still a dominant understanding in the world of dance. 
Hence, the arguments in this chapter are based on this commonly understood role of the choreographer as a 
creative authority. 

7 Povall, Richard. ‘A Little Technology is a Dangerous Thing’ in Dils, Ann and Ann Cooper Albright  (eds). 
Moving History/Dancing Cultures. Dance History Reader. United States of America: Wesleyan University 
Press, 2001: pp. 456-457.

8 Collaboration between engineers and technicians in dance is not a phenomenon introduced by digital 
dance. Already in the 1960s, collaborations between choreographers and technician/engineers existed. 
Examples of collaboration in the 1960s are Variations V (Merce Cunningham and John Cage, 1965), and 9 
Evenings: Theatre and Engineering (1966), which I have explained in chapter one. 

9 Povall, Richard. ‘The Last Garden: Explorations in Interactive Performance Methods’. Leonardo Music 
Journal, vol 3, (1993): p. 27

10 Povall, 2001: pp. 456-457 



or Klaus) would change something in the programming of the software. Then 
Rob and I would go back in the studio and adjust our physical movements 
again. And then Peter or Klaus would take a look at the physical movements 
that we had created. So it was a very parallel development.11

In this respect, for Kongerød, Apparition is unlike:
An ordinary dance show where you could potentially do the choreography 
and then think about what sort of costumes do we want or what sort of lights 
do we want. The physical movements and visual images had to be created in 
parallel for Apparition to actually work.12

According to this revised relationality within the creative development process, a 
hierarchical mode of working between the different parties involved becomes nearly 
impossible in staged digital dance, due to the fact that it is the correspondence between 
the physical movements of the human performer, the processing of data by the interactive 
system, and the visually projected movements of the system’s output, that establishes the 
aesthetic difference of its choreography. Now the choreography entails combinations of 
categorically different aesthetic elements and components that perform. But what does it 
take on behalf of the choreographer and the human dancer, to interlace human and 
technology as such paralleled and leveled aesthetically performing elements of the work? 
What kinds of adjustments are necessary among these performing elements? Finally, how 
does this change or challenge dance as a cultural practice?

B. Additional technical knowledge required from the choreographer and dancer 

Dance as a cultural practice is also transformed by staged digital dance to the 
degree that this increase in prominence of the role of technology in the creation of the 
choreography requires not just the choreographer but also, obviously, the dancers to 
obtain an intimate knowledge of the interactive system. Whereas in choreographic 
practices in which technology functions as a supporting element, a basic awareness of the 
effects of technological elements is sufficient, staged digital dance requires a more 
detailed and intuitive understanding of the mechanics and logics of the technical system 
from the choreographer and dancer. The extent to which the choreographer and dancer 
cultivate the aesthetic effects able to be created by the interactive system through intimate 
knowledge of its workings become much larger than before.
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The implications of this change in the degree of the choreographer and dancer’s 
understanding of the technology can be illustrated via the additional training required from 
him or her. Birringer (2008) states that the appropriately rich understanding of the 
operations of the interactive technology required for digital dance work, requires the 
arrangement of additional training for the choreographer and dancer. This training with the 
system usually takes place before the actual rehearsals of the performance commence.13 
Training may take the form of workshops or informal gatherings in which the media 
designer demonstrates the operations of the interactive system to the choreographer and 
dancer, giving them a chance to view, review and re-engage with the system and its 
effects before the full choreography has been finalized and locked down.

In the case of Apparition, the dancers and the media designers met for a two-week 
workshop in Linz before they started the actual rehearsal process. This was necessary 
because it was important for the media designers to understand the choreographic 
concept that the dancers aimed to achieve. In the same manner, the dancers needed to 
understand at this pre-rehearsal stage the way the technical system operates as well as 
the aesthetic possibilities that it offers. Rob Tannion explains from this experience that 
dancers need to get to know the strengths and weaknesses of the technical system just as 
they need to get acquainted with the strengths and weaknesses of human dancers. The 
interactive system, then, is an additional player with its own unforeseen capacities and 
potentials:

More than anything I needed to know how the interactive system works so 
that the choreography could become a real trio between Desiree, myself, and 
the interactive system. For example, in order to work with Desiree I need to 
know how Desiree moves, how heavy she is and so forth. In the same way, I 
needed to know how the system moves in order to be able to interact with it 
in the best way.14

Tannion explains that as a dancer he also needed to have a strong understanding 
of the “parameters that could be programmed (such as gravity, the elasticity of the images 
created) in terms of coding. And I needed to have some understanding of the spatial set-
up of the system because it informed my movements.”15 Indeed, the understanding of the 
potentials and limitations of technology is important because these shape the 
choreography to a greater extent than ever before. Most often, adjustments need to be 
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made form the perspective of the dancer with regards to the spatial organization of 
physical movements, the speed of physical movements in the choreography, and the 
technical virtuosity of physical movements. Such adjustments shape the choreography but 
they can also be considered as restrictions on the physicality of the human dancers, which 
constitutes a point of discussion among the makers and authors writing about digital 
dance.

C. Adjustments via restrictions on spatiality, temporality, and technical virtuosity

Restrictions on spatial organizations are made due to the conditions imposed by the 
video’s vision that is tracking the dancer’s motion. Close attention to digital dance stage 
planning helps us to better comprehend how the specific spatial restrictions imposed on 
the choreography by the interactive system become written into the performance, and, 
therefore, the aesthetic appreciation of a work. See for example the stage plan of the case 
study Apparition in appendix 3. The stage plan of Apparition shows two projectors placed 
at the back of the stage, set up for rear projection. In addition to these two projectors, 
another projector is placed in front of the stage. The infrared camera that tracks motion is 
also positioned at the front of the stage, aligned with the front projector. 

This positioning of the video camera and the projector was necessary because 
certain scenes in Apparition make use of ‘body projections’ (projections on to the body of 
the dancer) at the same time that similarly technically processed images are being 
projected on to the backdrop.16 The body projections and the backdrop projections at 
these moments are furthermore differently programmed visuals. For the body projections 
to be precise, the projector needed to be positioned in the same line of capture as the 
video camera. It should be made clear that the projector is not a factor for spatial 
restrictions on physical movement. Whereas projectors that are static and require the 
dance to remain on one spot in space, in Apparition, Obermaier developed a projector that 
would track movement and follow the body during its movement in space.17 Rather, spatial 
restrictions come about due to the technically determined spatial dimensions of the 
‘boundary boxes’ assigned to each dancer by Apparition’s interactive system and which 
take into account the V-shaped vision of capturing video cameras.
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The boundary box is a term coined by Obermaier and it is a simple way of outlining 
the technical qualities of the interactive software for the perspective of the media designer 
in relation to the dancers as input.18 Each dancer has their own boundary box in 
Apparition. This means that from the perspective of the media designer, the tracked 
dancer is represented on the computer screen within a box, which determines and sets out 
the boundaries of each dancer’s personal space. If the dancers are spatially quite 
separate or distant from each other, each dancer is represented by a clear and discrete 
boundary box on the designer’s computer screen. But, if the dancers move closer together 
in space, their boundary boxes fuse so as to become one box. The aesthetic consequence 
of this is that when the dancers get closer together they need to be aware that both of their 
movements become one combined trigger for the projected images. This awareness is 
reflected in the choreographer’s and dancers’ scripted physical movements during these 
moments. Accordingly also, the dancers need to be very aware of their position in space in 
order to be able to play with the reactions of the interactive system in very specific ways - 
especially whether as singular or merged boundary boxes.19

As I explained in a preliminary way in the introduction of this thesis, the interactive 
systems based on first generation motion-tracking technology work with different types of 
sensors. Some of these include sensors attached to the body of the dancer, infrared 
cameras that detect the heat from the dancer, and video cameras that track the dancer’s 
movements, which send the collected movement data to the computer. In the case of the 
latter video-based tracking, which is the case in Apparition, the choreographer and dancer 
need to take into account the fact that any video camera can only track movement in a V-
shaped area of space, in accordance with its lens capacities.20 The fact that the zone of 
capture of a video camera is V-shaped has particular impacts upon the spatial 
organization of the choreography, because the video cannot ‘see’ the dancer within any 
area that falls beyond its scope.21 The dancer’s movements will be detected best by the 
video when the dancer is upstage (the part of the stage that is furthest away from the 
audience seats), because this area lies within the broad end of the V-shaped space of 
vision of the video. But if the dancer is downstage (the part of the stage that is close to the 

67

18 Skype interview with Robert Tannion. 17.02.2010

19 Skype interview with Robert Tannion. 17.02.2010

20 See appendix 3, the stage plan of Apparition, for a visual illustration of the V-shaped video vision. 

21 In Apparition, the area that falls outside the scope of the video was marked by tapes, which reminded the 
dancers where in space they would be ‘traced’ by the video and where they could ‘escape’ the video’s vision 
and, therefore, not generate visual images. 



audience seats), or dancing to the far end of the left or right stage (which are not in the 
scope of the narrow part of the V-shaped lens) they will not be picked up by the video. 

This set of spatial constraints inevitably constructs a choreography in which the 
dancers rarely perform downstage, because the further downstage they go, the less 
perceivable they are for the front camera. However, I would like to make it clear that this 
claim does not entirely hold for Apparition in its entirety. The dancers Kongerød and 
Tannion explain that in Apparition they had a clear aim when starting the rehearsals: they 
were going to have some scenes with motion-tracking and the generation of real-time 
visual imagery and other scenes in which the human dancers and the interactive system 
would not interact at all.22 For Obermaier, such decisions are necessary to take when 
creating an artistic work because one needs to determine a certain aesthetic boundary on 
the art piece. In his words: 

Like in nearly any performance (even conventional performances) there is a 
specific aesthetic frame. Without this frame, the piece would only create 
senseless output. The aesthetic frame makes communication with the 
audience possible, gives shape to the overall piece and provides a platform 
on which the performers are able to act and interact in a meaningful way.23

Hence, the output of the interactive system in staged digital dance works needs to 
be integrated in to a larger choreographic concept, in order to ward against the possibility 
that the choreography could function only as a showcase for the capacities of the 
interactive system, however ‘aesthetic’ their perception by an audience. As I will 
demonstrate in chapter four and five of this thesis, during staged digital dance’s emergent 
phase, these so far theoretically under-defined relationships between technological and 
human components as part of the choreographic concept itself, takes form via specific 
kinds of human-technological correspondences and in accordance with key principles of 
dance composition. Given that the correspondence between the human body and the 
interactive system and its projected images are exposed as explicitly as possible in the 
mode of address of the artworks, the hyper-exposure of such relations between human 
and technological elements, and the opening of these to the perception of the audience to 
an unprecedented degree, greatly differs from the mode of address of more ‘conventional’ 
dance choreographies that operate within a hierarchy of perceptual importance.

In Apparition, in scenes in which the interactive system is on stand by, the dancers 
could move freely in space because they knew that they would not be tracked by the 
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video. In other scenes where both dancers were onstage and where they were 
represented by two boundary boxes, the media designer would program in a ‘preference’ 
to one of the dancers onstage, for example focusing on Tannion, so that Tannion would be 
the only person onstage who was triggering the interactive system, while Kongerød’s 
movements were not inputting any data at all. Accordingly, in such scenes, whereas 
Tannion was aware of the restrictions imposed on him by the interactive system, Kongerød 
did not need to take such restrictions into account and could make use of the entire dance 
space, creating different spatially organized movements again.24

A second important restriction of the interactive system on the physicality of the 
dancers concerns the temporality of the dancers movements. In Apparition, temporal 
restrictions were required in the scenes in which body projections were implemented. 
Kongerød explains that in such scenes, she and Tannion had to slow down the tempo of 
their physical movements, which was a point that they realized during the pre-rehearsal 
workshops when they were getting acquainted with the potentials and limitations of the 
interactive system, not before. “It turns out”, Kongerød reports, “that no projector in the 
whole world can project images without a two second delay, which means that you had to 
move slow when these projections are on you so that it doesn't create a swill in the 
back.”25 In other words, in scenes in which the projections were projected on her body, 
Kongerød needed to move slower than normal so as to avoid any blurry or unclear images 
being outputted in the created aesthetics of the visual images.

Restrictions assigned by the interactive system also lead to what I would like to call 
a ‘downgrading of technical virtuosity’ by the dancers working with the system in mind. By 
downgrading of technical virtuosity, I am referring to the dancer’s and choreographer’s 
need to perform fewer physical movements 26 and/or physically less complex movements 
in comparison to a choreography created without interactive technology. Concerning this 
point, Kongerød informs us that:

The only thing I could say about limitations is that in certain scenes in 
Apparition... you couldn’t do all your massive jumps and other technically 
complex movements as a dancer. In certain scenes, you need to let the 
system do its ‘bit’ [meaning its technical performance].27
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25 Skype interview with Desiree Kongerød. 10.02.2010

26 I deliberately use the term ‘physical movements’ here as opposed to ‘technological movements’ to mean 
the aesthetics effects created by technological performance. I elaborate on this point in chapter four. 

27 Skype interview with Desiree Kongerød. 10.02.2010



In line with Kongerød’s articulation of dancer limitations here, which involves 
recognizing his partnership with the interactive system’s technology, Tannion reports 
similarly that in Apparition:

From a purely choreographical point of view, there are things in Apparition 
that I wouldn't use in a choreography created without interactive 
technologies. For example, we do some really  simple movements in that 
section where Desiree and I “take over the light” from each other by means 
of exchanging places onstage and where images are projected on our 
bodies. Well, in this scene we are basically projection screens.28  [Fig. 2.1, 
2.2]

Fig. 2.1, 2.2 — Illustrating Tannion’s comment regarding the dancers functioning as projection screens in 
certain scenes in Apparition. In Fig. 2.1, we see Tannion walking towards Kongerod, and “taking over the 
light” from her. Notice here that in this view, only Kongerod is ‘seen’ by the interactive system. In Fig. 2.1, 
Kongerod has ‘preference’ instead of Tannion, meaning the parameters of the system are programmed so as 
to only ‘see’ Kongerod whilst Tannion is not perceived by the interactive system at all. Both dancers are 
‘seen’ by the interactive system in Fig. 2.2.

Moreover, during the rehearsal process, at times, Obermaier intervened in the 
physical sequence created by Kongerød and Tannion, commenting that the combination of 
the physical movements and the projected images did not work because there was:

Too much movement. It [the physical movement phrase] had got to be 
simpler. In those cases, I simplified the physical movements in the 
choreography, which I normally wouldn’t do as a dancer and choreographer. 
But when I did simplify my physical movements it [the aesthetics of scenes in 
which the interactive system was deployed] worked.29

This quote points out how the physical dancer needs to surrender some degree of 
technical virtuosity to the system, in order to be able to ‘dance’ with the visuals provided by 
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the interactive, and to create a technically and artistically complex expression through this 
partner-work instead.

D. Restrictions: limitation or liberation? 

Despite these very reflexive appreciations of so-called ‘limitations’ in the approach 
of practitioners to staged digital dance performance, the spatial and temporal restrictions 
imposed by the interactive systems of staged digital dance has led some theorists to 
criticize the integration of interactive technologies into dance per se. Dance scholar Erin 
Manning (2006), for example, argues that as sophisticated as the use of interactive 
systems that ‘map’ gesture can be, such as the system employed in Apparition, the 
technological performances produced inevitably ‘lack’ or are incomparable to the 
complexity and wholeness of movement that the human body can produce by itself. She 
argues that such technologies need to abstract in a reductive way what a gesture is, to be 
able to map it by means of the interactive system. For her, such mappings of gesture “risk 
breaking movement into bits of assimilable data, of replicating the very conformity the 
computer software is seeking to get beyond.”30 This apparent rudimentariness of the 
technological elements compared to the human dancer, and the dancer’s responsive 
reduction of their own physical movements sets up an aesthetic of “imposed stability” that 
“holds back the potential of a sensing body in movement’s capacity for innovation.”31 
Manning weighs in particularly on the fact that an interactive system responds best only to 
most fully actualized (visible and complete) movements, which often demands that 
dancers focus on accentuating the extremity of the body (for example, by prolonged, 
extended arm or leg movements) or on very obvious shifts and displacements of the whole 
body across space. In this way, the technology conditions what dancers can even bring to 
the choreography because the system prefers more fully actualized movements from 
dancers rather than small, subtle or indeed, ambivalent gestures:

The complex analog body is reduced by the prosthetic system to a passive 
interactivity, forced to conform to a pre-established definition of what a body 
can do. The body must move for the software. Here’s the paradox: moving 
for the software means learning to move the software. The choreography is 
determined by the software, which qualitatively limits what a body can do. 
Where technology was supposed to open the body to a wider relational 
potential, it actually reduces its capacity  to move space-time. The dancer 
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learns to traverse space rather than creating it. The dancer is moved to 
interact with the software in a closed system of cause and effect.32

Manning’s concerns about the cause and effects of simplified reactivity in a closed 
system appear differently in Martina Leeker’s (2008) work. Scholar in theatre and media, 
Leeker argues that dance practices created with digital interactive technology reduce the 
dancer to mere data within a cybernetic system “controlled by electrical currents and 
circuits that designs this organism as a control device for integration in cybernetic 
feedback loops.”33 Hence, also for Leeker, who perhaps tellingly, also does not refer to any 
specific contemporary case study of digital dance, argues that in dance practices created 
with interactive technology, the human body’s incorporation into a larger systemic loop 
loses individual agency to become part of a “feedback loop of discrete operations”.34

That interactive technologies can be restrictive in certain aspects is undeniably true. 
Yet these criticisms of the marriage of dance and interactive technology, such as that 
produced by Manning, have difficulty standing up to close analysis. For one thing, to make 
such criticisms of spatial or physical restrictions requires understanding how specific 
interactive systems actually work within specific artworks at stake, because each artwork 
consists of a different technical set-up and aesthetic negotiation of the interactive system. 
In Glow for example, the choreography is based on movements on the floor (groundwork); 
infrared sensors are positioned on the floor of the stage that pickup the heat of dancer, but 
why would this technical and aesthetic emphasis upon groundwork be only a negative 
constraint? Manning, like Leeker, does not refer to a specific case study in her article. She 
is informed of how interactive systems map gesture in general, but then describes an 
unreferenced, possibly non-existent scene of some digital dance practice created with 
motion-tracking interactive technology that she uses to refer to as “typical of many of those 
situated at the nexus of dance and new technologies.”35 This emphasis upon typicality 
over actual cases is not of much use for the theorization of an emerging cultural practice.36 

Further, both Manning and Leeker’s critiques are addressed from a perspective that 
takes the human dancer as a starting point in the choreography. In other words, their views 
continue to valorize a conventional hierarchy of perceptual importance; they do not 
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acknowledge the fact that the interactive system may function as a performing element 
onstage in its own right. Finally, by focusing on the restrictions on the dancer, both authors 
seem to overlook the new potentials opened up by the integration of the interactive 
technology; namely, that technology may afford new understandings of dance and that 
these affordances become all the more clear if one looks at the interaction between the 
human dancer and technology in a non-hierarchical way. 

Indeed, Manning’s and Leeker’s criticism of the restrictions of dancer physicality 
caused by the integration of interactive systems can be read and evaluated at this other 
level. I argue contrarily to Manning and Leeker that it is precisely by embracing and being 
aware of these unique adjustments and constraints - how the human performer adapts to a 
technological dance “partner” within staged digital dance practice created with first 
generation interactive technology that we can come to understand this “new” or newly 
visible partner’s co-determining influence upon the choreography. In Tannion’s words, 
working with the limitations of the interactive system leads in fact to “a deeper 
understanding of its possibilities, which result(s) in a richer performance.”37 For example, 
Tannion explains that his solo towards the end of Apparition only got better in terms of the 
aesthetics created as his understanding of how the system works deepened through the 
rehearsals.38 [Fig. 2.3 and 2.4] This understanding transformed concepts of limitations into 
reflexively understood “advantages” by way of adjustments to preconceived ideas of 
humanist constraint.

Fig. 2.3 and 2.4 — Apparition (2004)
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Within this larger view, and taking an opposite stance to Manning, Obermaier for 
example argues that ‘limitations’ in a conceptual sense merely set out base conditions for 
any artistic strategy. According to Obermaier, “without any restrictions there would not be 
art at all. Each stage setting/set-up gives you limitations and creates new possibilities. 
That is why they are there! Even a second, third...performer is a restriction for the first 
one.”39 Also for Kongerød, limitations are what play an important role in the creation of any 
choreography. For her, “limits are what you put in any show with or without interactive 
technology. For example, if you create a duet, that’s a limit. If you create a solo, that’s also 
a limit.” 40 Tannion reminds us that physical attributes of each dancer can also be 
considered a limitation in itself. He reports that he himself was a limit for the choreography 
in terms of (physical) flexibility and the type of movements that can or cannot be created 
due to this limitation. As he notes, “Desireé’s body is very flexible, but my body is not”, 
which was a limitation during the creation of the choreography because he could not 
perform certain movements that Kongerød could do with her body.41 From this perspective, 
which is the point of view of this thesis, the different types of restrictions brought about by 
the interactive system are in fact integral to understanding how technology functions as a 
performing element in the choreography of staged digital dance, precisely as a new kind of 
dancer partner. 

At this point it is appropriate to emphasize that the creation of a dynamic encounter 
between dancer and technology in aesthetically effective staged digital dance works does 
not only imply adjustments on behalf of the dancer and choreographer only. It also 
includes systemic adjustments and the regulation of the output of the technical system on 
the basis of the created physical movements by the human dancers, so as to create 
different kinds and degrees of correlations between the human dancer, the interactive 
system, and the system’s projected images. In Apparition, Kongerød and Tannion 
deliberately emphasize that the creative development process involves the contributions of 
all partners in a collaborative sense. Tannion describes this process as being similar to the 
dynamics of a “seesaw.”42 Tannion’s “seesaw” metaphor names the same approach to 
creative development that Kongerød refers to as “parallel movement”, which I have 
explained at the beginning of this section. Briefly, such a process entails the creation of 
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physical movements by the dancers and the set-up of the parameters of the interactive 
system by the media designers and their mutual collaboration, criticism, and feedback, 
which requires each party to re-adjust their creations accordingly. Beyond the project of 
naming such processes, what is important here is to understand the dynamics between 
the physical dancers, the media designers, and the reactions of the interactive system 
being in an ever-continuous flow of (multidirectional) relations. For the choreographer and 
also for the dancer, it is only through understanding the operations of the specific 
interactive system utilized—its potentials and limitations—in collaboration with the media 
designer, that the relationship between human and technological components can be 
developed into a strong performance within the choreography.

E. Looking beyond the human in staged digital dance

That the interactive system and the visual images that it creates is now experienced 
as a dance partner is not only an aspect of Apparition’s creative development; this 
partnership also extends into the audience perception of the aesthetics of the created 
artwork. In Apparition, and other case studies examined in this thesis, technology is not 
perceived as an add-on element to the physical movements executed by the human 
dancers. Rather, the visual images created by the interactive system contribute to the 
aesthetic impact of this dance practice. 

In the introduction of this thesis, I have explained that the aim of staged digital 
dance practices examined here is often explicitly described as a creative attempt to fully 
portray the depth and complexity of a relationship between the human performer and the 
technology - captured in the aesthetic effects created by the interactive system. In this 
sense, often, the transformed choreographic process of staged digital dance, and the 
narrative or conceptual aesthetic impact it has, co-relate as the work. The website of 
Apparition suggests that the aim of this specific art work is the creation of a type of 
choreography in which “your partner is software, (…) virtual and real images share the 
same space, (…) [and] everything moving on stage is independent and interactive at the 
same time.”43 Glow similarly is described as a “spectacular 27-minute duet for body and 
technology, an essay on the relationship of dance and cutting-edge software technology.”44 
Troika Ranch’s website describes 16 [R]evolutions as the portrayal of a struggle between 
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our animal and intellectual selves, a struggle made explicit through encounters with 
technology.45 All three figure in their pitch in some way an interruption of the hierarchical 
mode of creative development. We can conclude then that the media designer as a co-
creator in the artistic process for these works, signals larger changes in the aesthetic 
appreciation of the role of technology—from a supporting agent to a performing element, 
alongside the flesh dancers.

It is relevant for example that Kongerød refers to her experience of the interactive 
system in Apparition as a dance partner despite the lack of sensory input that she would 
normally get when dancing with a physical partner, such as feeling the energy of a body or 
sensing their smell. She emphasizes instead that “the technology was a third element as 
strong as Rob and I. The interactive system is a dance partner in the sense that it has an 
equally strong impact on the perception of the audience and the fact that you and it create 
something together.”46 This quote points to two things: that Kongerød feels engaged with 
the visuals provided by the interactive system in an active, performative sense, and that 
this engagement creates a visual and affecting impact upon the aesthetics of the 
choreography from the point-of-view of perception of the audience. It also shows that the 
integration of the visual aesthetics of the technology within the choreography create a 
specific mode of address for the audience in which the technology’s contribution to the 
choreography as well as the relationship between human and technology are rendered 
visible, affecting and performative, which marks staged digital dance’s difference to 
choreographies created within a hierarchy of perceptual importance. To recapitulate, such 
choreographies position the dancer at the center of attention and technology at its 
periphery in their mode of address to the audience. 

Both Kongerød and Tannion refer to the inherent technical qualities of the 
interactive system to play a role in their experience of the system as a dance partner. For 
Tannion, the technical system was a dance partner because “it was responsive and it had 
clear physical qualities and definite limitations. It was very consistent in its reaction to me 
and my reaction to it.”47 Nevertheless, Tannion sees certain similarities between working 
with a human dancer and a motion-tracking interactive system in terms of unpredictability. 
He explains that “at certain moments glitches in the system occurred for several reasons. 
Those moments of failure were productive because they showed us new aesthetic options, 
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which were very interesting.”48Also for Kongerød such moments of surprise were very 
productive, which made her think that the system “has its own life in the sense that it 
answers you potentially in ways other than you think it might do. And that makes you go on 
another journey [in terms of the aesthetics of the choreography].”49 

But perhaps the most obvious moment that demonstrates the changing 
understanding of the technical system as a dance partner in staged digital dance are 
moments in which the technology would stop functioning (for various reasons) during the 
presentation of the artwork to the audience. Kongerød gives an example of such an 
incident:

One time we were performing Apparition in Barcelona during which the 
technical system didn't work. We had to stop performing because the 
technology and us depend so much on each other that the show wouldn’t be 
a show if the third element didn’t appear. So we had to stop the show and 
start over again. As a person you can improvise yourself out of a mistake but 
when dancing with a computer you can’t.50

This impossibility to improvise some way through the technical failure stands in 
contrast to the kind of glitch that occurs when improvising one’s way through to the other 
side of a ‘technical mistake’ in a show in which technology is integrated as a supporting 
element. This example illustrates well how the role of technology is no longer a supporting 
device to polish the aesthetics of dance movements executed by the dancers. Rather, it is 
a performing element and a dancer partner as integral to the aesthetics of the 
choreography as the dancer’s physical movements. 

The changing perception of the interactive system as an integral part of the show 
signals another very important point besides the technical system’s recognized status as 
dance partner. It shows that the integration of the technology in Apparition does not only 
showcase the capacities of the interactive technology but also becomes an integral part of 
the aesthetics of the artwork. Kongerød considers the function of the visual images 
provided by the interactive system as enhancing the “dramatic effect that we could create 
by having three different elements on stage as in Rob, the interactive system, and I.”51 The 
combination of three different performing elements onstage, continues Kongerød, created 
“something bigger than you as a physical dancer. The combination of technically 
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generated visuals and physical dance movement created something stronger. In this 
sense, Apparition wasn’t ‘just’ a dance piece.”52 What Kongerød means by this is that 
Apparition presented a dialogue to the audience in which, metaphorically speaking, the 
human dancers and the interactive system draw together to challenge conceptions of 
dance itself. Linking back to the previous sections discussion of dancers’ necessary 
downgrading of virtuosic physical movements in staged digital dance, Tannion states that 
simple movements, such as walking or bending, were indeed “less interesting 
choreographically and physically if you saw them by themselves.”53 However, in terms of 
the overall aesthetic experience of Apparition, as the presentation of an aesthetics based 
on a performative duet between humans and an interactive system, Tannion realized that 
such limited physical movements together with real-time generated imagery were 
“interesting as a part of the whole picture.”54 This emerging comprehension of his work led 
Tannion to reflect upon what he understands as choreography. In fact, for Tannion, one of 
the major benefits of his dancing in Apparition is the fact that it “changed my perception of 
what I valued as choreography”.55

This is a crucial point indeed. Kongerød and Tannion’s investments in staged digital 
dance lead towards a problematization of the conventional meaning of choreography, 
which I have earlier explained in chapter one as the composition of physical human 
movements on the basis of time, space, and energy. The specific function of the 
integration of the visuals created by the interactive system in Apparition’s overall 
aesthetics articulates this challenge to this conventional and human-centered 
understanding of choreography. With this incorporation, the meaning of choreography 
shifts from the composition of human movement in time, space, and energy to the 
composition of human and technological movement in time, space, and energy. This 
marks staged digital dance’s challenge to the hierarchy of perceptual importance 
explained in the previous chapter. It also signals that staged digital dance challenges the 
boundaries of the art form of dance by allowing non-human and technological elements to 
perform. This gives revised attention to non-human components as performing elements 
and considers the movements created by the two different types of performing elements 
as part of the choreography proper, regardless of their humanness or inhumanness. In 
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other words, the aesthetics of the choreography, by means of integrating human and 
technological elements, is as rich, or perhaps even richer than choreographies in which 
the human establishes the center of attention within a hierarchy of perceptual importance.

Both at the level of creation and production then, the comprehension of the above 
changed creative development roles and processes in emergent practices of staged digital 
dance contribute to the creation of a particular mode of address, which presents 
technology as a performing element, alongside and in relation to the human dancer. 
Accordingly, the interrelation and interdependence between technology and the human 
dancer, which remains largely unnoticed in choreographies where technology functions to 
assist the human performer, is laid bare for the perception of the audience, inside of a 
larger aesthetic frame that has been choreographed accordingly. To this degree, and to the 
extent that processes of collaborative production are evident, staged digital dance 
presents a significant shift in the degree of the exposure of the technology enabling the 
work, the aesthetic effects created by the technology, and the degree of prioritization given 
to technology’s relationship with the human performer. Further than this of course, this 
changed mode of address clearly expresses this artistic incorporation of the technology in 
to the choreography. The next section examines the presentation and reception of Glow, 
Apparition, and 16[R]evolutions, by resort to critical art writing and dance press 
surrounding these works. Here I explain the mode of address of staged digital dance 
through these writers, taken as exemplary of audience perspective in this thesis.
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2.3 Changes in cultural practices of dance: reception

The human-centered heritage and staging in dance that I have outlined in the 
introduction of this thesis is challenged by staged digital dance. There, I described how the 
virtual dancer has a kinesthetic impact on dance researcher Kent DeSpain‘s reception of 
Biped. Although non-human, the ghostly-generated non-human dancers produces in 
DeSpain a kind of connection, produced by the kinesthetic response between the human 
dancer, the virtual figures, and himself as the audience.56 This experience has led 
DeSpain to question whether dance must “involve humans.”57

Writing in the wake of Biped and in the context of proliferating practices of digital 
dance in the 1990s, critics and dance researchers attempt to answer some of these 
questions initially posed by DeSpain, via Biped, in their reception of Glow, Apparition, and 
16[R]evolutions. The review of April Green entitled ‘The Lady and the Light’ addressing 
Glow, for instance, proclaims that dance need not be restricted to humans. Green 
acknowledges that the art work’s visual imagery provided by the interactive technology is 
one of multiplied performing elements onstage:

There is only one person on the stage. (…) But she is, by virtue of the light, 
not really alone, and the projections’ complimentary nature fill alternating 
roles (…) of partner, ensemble, dialogue.58

Similar, performatively belated attention to the actual creative role of technology 
features in the reviews of Apparition. In the review entitled ‘Head-trip filled with wonder’, 
Sangeetha Madhavan suggests that the visual imagery provided by the interactive system 
also dances. For him, the integral incorporation of interactive media in the dance 
performance requires one to consider the technological components and images as a 
“third partner along with the two dancers.”59 Sara Levin goes as far as to consider the 
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output of the technical system created by the software entitled Isadora60 as a kind of 
character, alongside the human characters onstage in 16[R]evolutions:

Isadora, a reference to modern dance pioneer Isadora Duncan, generates 
digitized images of dancers on stage. Using a camera and software called 
EyesWeb, which instantaneously generates skeletal maps of the dancer’s 
bodies, Isadora spits back projections of their silhouettes with hardly any 
delay. The images become more than a backdrop—they become a 
persona.61

This is quite a fascinating cultural turn for dance and its popular reception. Green’s, 
Madhavan’s, and Levin’s reviews all capture and proclaim in their direct experience of the 
performance of these staged digital dance works the destabilization of the hierarchical 
mode of perception and a renegotiation of the relationship between the human and non-
human elements in dance. Further, all grant the role of performer also to the technological 
elements of staged digital dance. Such reviews point to a shift in the dominantly human-
centered mode of perception in dance, by which I refer to habits and expectations 
concerning what will be seen when going to see a dance piece. I have illustrated an 
example of this human-centered habitual perception framework in my general introduction 
via my own experience as a spectator in Glow. Glow, as I mentioned, was a work which 
announced to the dance culture in which I myself was involved, how unconventional and 
loaded with conceptual possibility it was to perceive technology as a dancing element 
onstage - but also how this experience leads to the realization that technology does not 
form a part of the audience’s normative expectations of a dance performance. Indeed, to 
experience Glow, is (or was at that time) to realize how conditioned one’s expectations of 
dance are, in terms of seeing human performers only, in line with inherited perceptual 
conventions of Western theatrical dance. 

To better understand the impact of this shift of perception in habits and expectations 
in the reception of dance, let me elaborate on performance scholar Michael Kirby’s work 
within this terrain. For Kirby, Western performance practices are inscribed with perceptual 
habits and expectations that continue to be influenced by the cultural institution of theater, 
its power and cultural force in history, and especially by the cultural formation of acting in 
that history. In his acclaimed essay ‘On Acting and Not Acting’ (1972), Kirby argues that as 
a result of these perceptual habits and expectations of Western theatrical presentation, a 
person appearing on the stage may be perceived as an actor simply due to the way the 
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theatrical context (set, costumes, lighting and so forth) frames them as such, regardless of 
whether or not they may or may not be ‘doing acting’.62 He describes this type of 
perception as “received acting” which happens in situations where someone is perceived 
as an actor only because of the context in which he or she appears:

Extras, who do nothing but walk and stand in costume, are seen as “actors.” 
Anyone merely walking across the stage containing a realistic setting might 
come to represent a person in that place—and, perhaps, time— without 
doing anything we could distinguish as acting.63

Hence, for Kirby, convention prescribes that the placement of any human onstage 
automatically transforms him or her into an active agent of the artistic production, 
specifically an actor; whereas props and costumes only enhance the credibility of the 
specific role that the actor appears to perform. In chapter one, via Baugh, I have explained 
the hierarchy of perceptual importance in terms of the inheritance of nineteenth century 
conventions of theatrical presentation. This default position of expecting the human as 
subject and agent of performance is also challenged in the work of performance scholars 
Nicholas Ridout (2006) and Alan Read (2008). All of these thinkers can be seen to critically 
go beyond Baugh’s acute historical observation regarding the continuing influence of the 
hierarchy of perceptual importance in shaping our understanding of the role of animate 
and inanimate elements in theatre and performance. 

Read considers Western theatrical practice itself as a “multiply finessed but deeply 
conservative humanist theatre collective,” persistently re-affirming the identity of man as 
human.64 Ridout also addresses the human-centric approach in Western theatre, arguing 
that the representation of non-humans onstage, including animals, points to an anomaly.65 
For Ridout, Western theatre has established specific conventions concerning what we 
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expect to actually see on stage and that such conventions can be traced even to ancient 
theatre:66

We know what to expect on stage. We expect to see actors. This needs 
saying: we do not even expect to see human beings, in all their diversity, but, 
as their representatives, a kind of group  apart, more beautiful perhaps, more 
agile, more powerful and subtle of voice.67

As I will show in chapter three in more detail, Ridout’s comments about the human-
centered conventions of theatrical staging are also an un-reflexive aspect of the literature 
surrounding digital dance itself. In addition, the understanding of a human-centered 
theatrical staging can also be found in the literature in theatre and performance, which I 
illustrate via Analyzing Performance (2003) by Patrice Pavis. Pavis’s writing exhibits this 
tendency to perpetuate the nineteenth century paradigm of human-centered production 
and perception. His perhaps unwitting accord with convention in theory only shows how 
prevalent such a human-centered standpoint is within the contemporary academic field of 
performance studies. According to Pavis, performance analysis:

Should begin with the description of the actor; for the actor is the center of 
the mise-en-scene and tends to be a focal point drawing together the other 
elements of a production.68

For Pavis, mise-en-scene functions as a supporting device for the appropriate 
staging of dramatic literature and is of secondary prominence:

The mise-en-scene should not be arbitrary  but should serve the text and 
justify  itself as a correct reading of the dramatic text. It is presupposed that 
text and stage are bound together, that they have been conceived in terms of 
each other: the text with a view to a future mise-en-scene, or at least a given 
acting style; the stage envisaging what the text suggest as to how it should 
be performed in space.69
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Such an understanding of performance analysis is based on a hierarchy in which 
the text and the actor designate the origin and focal point of artistic creation, while the 
mise-en-scene functions as a means to an end, that is, to provide an accurate realization 
of the theatre text. According to the logic of Pavis, the human actor here alone is being 
considered as the performing element; the notion of performance, meaning the display of 
capacities and skills in front of an audience, is assigned to being only a quality of the 
human, whilst technology provides the circumstances to facilitate the performance of the 
human actor. The performance itself or performance ‘proper’ in this conception excludes 
technology. Furthermore in Read’s and Ridout’s critiques of the human-centered paradigm 
of performance and theatre, the role of technology remains (largely) neglected, which 
especially stands out in the context of this thesis. 

On the other hand, relative to these theorists’ work that draw attention to what has 
institutionalized as humanist conventions, dance critics’ views examined in this section 
demonstrate how such human-centered conventions in Western theatrical dance are now 
challenged. It is notable that the critics’ reviews of staged digital dance are particularly 
invested in grappling with the relationship set up choreographically between the human 
and the digital imagery outputted by the interactive system. This relationship is explicitly 
likened to a duet in the review of Gareth Vile in relation to Glow:

A single dancer, Kristie Ayre, performs in a white square, in a white costume, 
while the audience observes her from balconies. Her movements trigger 
responses in the lighting, generating patterns and shadows on the white 
stage: her solo rapidly becomes a duet between light and dancer.70

Hence, for Vile, such a possibility critically reframes a prior conception of dance that 
only understands technology as having a supporting role. He suggests an opening 
towards a new relationship between human and technology in terms of a duet. 

What is also interesting in the reviews of the period surrounding staged digital 
dance created with first-generation interactive technologies, which I have explained in the 
introduction of this thesis, is that the majority of the reviews describe the correspondence 
between the movements of the human performer and the projected visual imagery in terms 
of degrees of positive organicity, despite obvious ontological differences between humans 
and technologies. Or in other words, works tend to be commended based on how fluidly 
the relationship between the human and technological seems to play out - how responsive 
each “system” seems to be to each. I explore the nuances of this more theoretically in 
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chapter four. Such (usually positive, praising) criticism implies that the adjustments in 
space, time, and energy that occur in such works between physical movements and the 
interactive system’s outputted images - as programmed, adjusted, rehearsed and 
choreographed during the creative production period - is what determines the perception 
by the audience of an aesthetically rewarding engagement between them. Hillary 
Crampton, for example, writes that Glow portrays “a genuine interaction as if the two are 
engaged in an organic, symbiotic relationship.”71 Green similarly is taken with the fluid 
character of the duet between dancer and technology. In her words:

The luminous projections belong to a tracking system that does not play back 
pre-rendered video, but instead responds to the dancer’s movements to 
generate each new image (…), making the partnership  noticeably and 
wonderfully organic.72

According to the website of the Venice Biennial, Glow’s aesthetics is so smooth and 
organic that it becomes difficult to detect whether the dancer or the light is leading the 
dance throughout the course of their partnership:

Every movement is recorded and manipulated to refract the dance into a 
kaleidoscope of forms and images, to the point that one no longer 
understands whether it is the performer’s movement that models the light, or 
whether the spotlights determine the forms and movements of her body.73

Of course, this is publicity text as much as it might be a critical description of artistic 
intent. Nevertheless this deconstruction of human-centered dance conventions in the 
public relations of such a prominent and influential high cultural space of artistic discourse 
signals the cultural arrival of technological performance in my view. Finally, Keith Watson 
writes that the technical system used in Apparition “allows the performer and the machine 
to interact in the way that real dancers do.”74 Watson suggests, alongside many others, an 
affirmative answer to DeSpain’s question regarding whether the qualities and principles of 
dance - as movement in space, time and energy - can still be meaningful if they are 
extracted from the human body. While, arguably, this affirmative argument can still actually 
be very much in line with humanist attachments to human movement (or simplified 
nostalgia for this, merely projected on to technological components), I suggest that views 
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like Watson also leave open the critical possibility that kinesthetic relations set up between 
human and technological dancing agents can also send theory in the other direction, 
towards technics. I explore this argument more in chapter four. 

While often not doing rigorous theory, and while we must be wary of the contexts in 
which such critical (and less critical) dance industry writing is being produced, to survey 
the reception of staged digital dance created with first generation interactive systems is to 
acknowledge that the audience embraces at this moment the visual imagery created by 
the interactive system and perceives these new players of interactive systems and 
outputted images in terms of the creation of aesthetically impactful choreographies that 
speak back to the dance field itself. 

Statements of artistic achievement can be found in reviews on Glow. Green, for 
example, writes that the utilization of interactive technology in Glow “doesn’t come off as 
gimmicky or icing on the cake—it is a truly intrinsic element of the dance, and helps it 
present its case.”75 Thus, Green perceives the projected images as an integral aspect of 
the dance rather than as an added external element, giving meaning to the overall 
development of its aesthetics. This implies accordingly that the notion of dance expands to 
include the movements by and technical modulations of the interactive system, which 
outputs the digital visual imagery. 

In these ways, many dance reviews evaluate the examples of staged digital dance 
examined in this thesis as innovative examples or even ‘signs’ of the vitality of dance 
practice of its period. Stephanie Glickman, for example, claims that Glow “feels complete 
and is a great (and rare!) example of the possibilities for dance and new media 
collaboration.”76 According to this critic, whereas “collaborations in dance that mix the 
organic nature of the dancing body with the programs of a machine are often fraught and 
heavily weighted towards the technology side”, the collaboration between Obarzanek and 
Weiss results in a choreography “with neither element overshadowing the other.”77 
Published shortly after Apparition’s premiere in Linz, in an article entitled ‘Ars Electronica 
Asks What Will be Next’, Ed Ward underlines that Apparition “brought a storm of applause” 

86

75 Green, April. ‘The Lady and the Light: Chunky Move’s Glow at the Kitchen’.
http://www.brooklynrail.org/2008/03/dance/the-lady-and-the-light-chunky-moves-glow-at-the-kitchen

76 Glickman, Stephanie. ‘Glow. Chunky Move’. The Australian Stage, 17.10, 2007. 
http://www.australianstage.com.au/reviews/miaf/glow--chunky-move-782.html Accessed on 19.12.2009

77 Glickman. ‘Glow’, http://www.australianstage.com.au/reviews/miaf/glow--chunky-move-782.html Accessed 
on 19.12.2009.

http://www.brooklynrail.org/2008/03/dance/the-lady-and-the-light-chunky-moves-glow-at-the-kitchen
http://www.brooklynrail.org/2008/03/dance/the-lady-and-the-light-chunky-moves-glow-at-the-kitchen
http://www.australianstage.com.au/reviews/miaf/glow--chunky-move-782.html
http://www.australianstage.com.au/reviews/miaf/glow--chunky-move-782.html
http://www.australianstage.com.au/reviews/miaf/glow--chunky-move-782.html
http://www.australianstage.com.au/reviews/miaf/glow--chunky-move-782.html


at the end of the performance.78 And Thomas Kramar reports to have seen the future of 
dance in Apparition, which is “(at least) also physical.”79According to Levin, the scenes, 
which portray real-time interaction between the human performers and the projected digital 
imagery are by far the highlight in 16 [R]evolutions: 

The most enjoyable parts are when the performers dance with the 
technology as if it were a steady part of the landscape. (…) They simply 
allow the digital media to become an eerie, but intriguing character almost 
paralleling Mother Nature. One can’t help but be moved by it.80

What is striking in the reviews and critical dance writing surrounding the emergence 
of staged digital dance created with first generation interactive technologies, is this 
rhetorically phenomenal welcoming into the field of staged digital dance in terms of new 
choreographic and conceptual possibilities for dance. In other words, the case studies of 
this thesis were not just perceived at this moment in terms of an excitement about new 
technologies per se. Immediately the sense here is that the hierarchical mode of 
perception, which positions the human at the center and the technology at the periphery of 
attention, is being consciously and productively unsettled for the audience of such works. 
Accordingly, this also points to a destabilization of the audience’s established habits of 
watching, and framed expectations capacities, of humans as performers within this art 
form. I explore the consequence of this fact more in chapter five.

There is more to be said about critic’s embraces of these works and their “arrival” at 
this social, technological and historical moment inside and outside of dance history. 
Focusing on translating such critical moments within the confines of the concerns of this 
chapter however, it is fair to conclude at least that the reviews of Glow, Apparition, and 
16[R]evolutions point to a destabilization of the hierarchy of perceptual importance. More 
interestingly, dance critics consider these artworks as a sneak preview into the future of 
dance as an art form. Crampton, for example, states that Glow “offers exciting new 
theatrical possibilities” as a result of a “fascinating marriage between dance and 
technology.”81 For Crampton, Glow is another step in the quest to “imagine and realize 
new possibilities of how dance might be made, viewed, and read” as a result of the crucial 
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roles played by digital technologies in the choreography.82 Apparition, too, is evaluated as 
an innovative form of choreography, which offers a “spellbinding glimpse into the brave 
new world of dance.”83 And Silvia Nagl comments that Apparition achieves a “sensuous 
symbiosis of humans and technology”, creating “natures, which act between physical 
presence and virtual dissolution.”84 Hence, the critics seem to be in large agreement that 
an important development for the future of dance is its expansion to include the 
technological. In chapter five, I discuss the expansion of the domain of dance as a shift 
towards a post-human paradigm within this art form, which I argue is what is being 
captured here in this chapter, in critics’ future-oriented perceptual embrace of the human-
technology “duets” of staged digital dance.  

In sum, the reviews demonstrate a destabilization of the hierarchy of perceptual 
importance within staged digital dance. They help to show how the technology is no longer 
a means to an end—to support the physical presence of the human onstage or the flow of 
the narrative. The visual images provided by the interactive system move away from the 
periphery of attention to become a performing element and dance partner in the 
choreography. In this respect, they underline the need to re-visit certain terms that so far 
have been strictly applied for the human and expand them to the domain of technology, 
the most important being the notion of performance. 

Indeed, performance as a term is rarely applied to the domain of the technological 
within the field of dance. This is unfortunate because as I have tried to show throughout 
the course of this chapter, the aesthetic effects provided by the interactive system have a 
significant impact on the creation and perception of the choreography on the basis of what 
they do. In order to show the scant attention to technological performance, in the next 
chapter, I conduct a literature analysis by which I examine the concepts applied to 
understand the role of technology within studies in digital dance, concluding that the notion 
of technological performance is largely missing within them.
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2.4 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have shown that the integration of interactive technology in staged 
digital dance presents a major challenge to the understanding of role of technologies as 
assisting devices in dance. To demonstrate this interruption caused by staged digital 
dance, I examined the changes in the cultural practices of dance within the levels of 
creation and reception. I showed that the incorporation of the interactive technology in 
staged digital dance differs from the conventional role of technology used in dance within 
the creation (in terms of the system’s influence in the shaping of the choreography) and 
reception (in terms of the perception of the role of the projected visual imagery created by 
the interactive system) of the choreography.

On the basis of the examination of the creation and reception of the case studies 
Glow, Apparition, and 16 [R]evolutions, I demonstrated that technology functions as a 
performing element onstage. The aesthetic effects offered by the interactive system, I 
showed, and the way they are integrated in the choreography have a major impact on the 
actualization and perception of the role of technologies, now as a dance partner. 
Accordingly, I concluded that staged digital dance necessitates extending the notion of 
performance to the actions taken by the interactive system within the creation and 
reception of the choreography. 

Strikingly, despite the central role played by technology in staged digital dance, the 
frameworks applied in the literature of digital dance seem insufficient to account for the 
qualitatively different functions of technology in this artistic practice. Most often, these 
frameworks take the dancing body as their starting point while constraining the role of 
technology to a minimal level. The next chapter presents a literature review of digital 
dance with the aim to show how they extend the hierarchy of perceptual importance in one 
way or another.
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