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3.0 Introduction 
In the previous chapter, I have shown how staged digital dance unsettles the 

hierarchy of perceptual importance both at the level of creative development and at the 
level of reception of such choreographies. In this staged digital dance practices challenge 
conventions inherited from the nineteenth century that relegate the conception and role of 
technology to devices in support of the human performer on stage. Contrarily, staged 
digital dance captures technologies performing alongside human movement and 
responsively interrelates human and system capacities, leading to the perception of 
technology as a performing element and dance partner. I concluded that staged digital 
dance requires theorists attend to, and begin to analyze such dance technologies and 
roles as a type of inhuman performing element. If we look to the existing literature on 
staged digital dance emanating from dance and performance studies however, it still 
seems to be the case that the notion of performance, as the display of certain capacities of 
expression for an audience, is still being reserved for the human performer alone. 

This chapter takes account of the present conceptual and theoretical approaches 
being applied to staged digital dance created with first-generation real-time interactive 
technologies from dance and performance studies. It aims to come to terms with how and 
why, even “in theory,” limited attention is being given to the role of the interactive system 
and its impact on the perception of the choreography of staged digital dance practice. I 
need to deal here with a recurring theme in the literature of digital dance: the fear of the 
potential disembodiment of dance,1 which is commonly perceived to be generated via the 
integration of technology in its practice.2 I note that the fear itself extends well beyond the 
specific subfield of digital dance. As I have already mentioned when discussing conceptual 
precursors to stage digital dance from a larger history of performance in chapter one, the 
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1 With disembodiment I refer to the degradation of the corporality (or physicality) of the human dancer from 
the dance experience and concept. I consider certain degrees of disembodiment, varying from the 
machinization of the body to the erasure of the human body from the stage at its extreme end. In other 
words, I use disembodiment in two ways: as an experience from the perspective of the dancer and as a 
component of a socio-cultural discourse at the beginning of the 1990s, which I explain in section 3.2 of this 
chapter.  

2 Writings on the fear of disembodiment in digital dance can be found in Wechsler, Robert. ‘Computers and 
Dance: Back to the future’. Dance Research Journal, vol 30, nr. 1 (Spring 1998): pp. 4-10 and in 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. For a discussion of the fear of disembodiment in the early twentieth century see 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. 
30-66.



choreographic incorporation of technologies in dance in the early twentieth century has 
generated different degrees of anxiety, or outright dismissal. Tensions between body and 
technology are, I argue here, only magnified by stage digital dance and still under-
theorized in its literature. This chapter therefore aims to come to terms with the impact of 
legacy thinking from the early twentieth century dance discourse regarding anxiety around 
disembodiment in particular amidst heightened attention to technological aesthetics of 
various kinds, and the ways in which this anxiety is simplistically resolved through a 
conceptual reliance on technological optimism or utopianism on the one hand, and on the 
other hand, through a re-appraisal of the naturalness of the human body. The two quite 
contrary strategies are co-present (responding to the same apparent problem) in dance 
discourse and dance movements of the early twentieth century. These strategies 
furthermore, as I will come to show, bear striking similarities to the approaches of 
practitioner-theorists invested in creating and conceptualizing the human-technology 
relation in the literature of digital dance, and in creating and shaping a discourse for its 
practice. Therefore, understanding the social, cultural, and political context of the early and 
late twentieth century together, in particular the ways in which the discourses of 
disembodiment and virtuality have played out at both times, helps to better understand 
why the frameworks applied in digital dance exclude the notion of performance from the 
actions executed by technology in this artistic practice.

This chapter makes a critical assessment of the actual discourse of digital dance to 
come to terms with how staged digital dance theory still refrains from theorizing 
technological performance, how it remains human-centered, and how it otherwise 
addresses certain anxieties towards technologies through legacy thinking inherited from 
the early twentieth century dance. In section 3.1, I examine anxieties concerning the 
integration of technology in dance in the early twentieth century. In 3.2, I examine the 
historical context of the mid-1990s, during the establishment of digital dance in order to 
draw similarities and differences between this discourse and the discourse of the early 
twentieth century experiments that implemented technology. In section 3.3 I present the 
academic and professional literature on digital dance, its key authors and interdisciplinary 
concerns. I suggest in this section that the dual identity of the first-generation affiliates3 
(scholar/practitioners) in digital dance and the cultural backdrop in the mid-1990s has 
contributed to the tendency to prioritize the human body during the establishment of digital 
dance. I map the key strategies of practitioner-theorists in incorporating technology in to 
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3 I explain this term in section 3.2 of this chapter.



theory itself, while keeping the human at the centre. These strategies include: A) 
emphasizing the “new liveliness” of real-time interactive technologies, seen as newly 
comparable to the liveliness of the dancing body; B) figuring the metaphysical extension of 
the dancing body drawing on the work of Merleau-Ponty; and C) envisioning body and 
technology as equivalently valuable but dissimilar elements “in dialogue.” In chapter four I 
go on to deal with alternative ways of thinking technology aside from A and B, and in 
chapter five I engage more deeply and theoretically with C, the more critically innovative 
route of conceptualization taken in both the practice and theory of digital dance. 
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3.1 Anxieties surrounding technological incorporations 
in the first and last decades of the twentieth century4

As dance historian Evert (2002) explains, artistic experiments that integrated dance 
and technology at the turn of the twentieth century, key instances of which I detailed in 
chapter one, aroused similar concerns for disembodiment, and doubts regarding the 
compatibility of the body and technology on stage. Similar doubts have haunted the 
reception of staged digital dance since its inception in the 1990s. In this section I want to 
elaborate upon how the conceptual precursors to staged digital dance, their theoretical 
figuring in dance theory, has constructed a legacy of thinking about dance experiments 
with technology in ways that in fact haunt the present literature of digital dance.

Evert argues that, at the turn of the twentieth century, two diametrically opposed 
modes of thought emerged to deal with this tension between body and technology - 
figured in the fear of disembodiment - towards either acceptance or rejection of new 
technologies within dance culture. (The ‘new’ technologies she refers to at that time were 
of course photography and film.) The two opposed modes of thought and the tension 
between them, Evert reports, were to remain relevant in dance until the end of this last 
century.5 Interestingly, Evert writes that both modes of thought were in agreement about 
what was then seen as the characteristics of dance—dynamism, change, and 
transitoriness—which perfectly fit the spirit of the times at the beginning of the twentieth 
century. In chapter one, I have briefly explained the crucial changes that took place in 
social and cultural life in early twentieth century, resulting from the Industrial Revolution 
and new discoveries in science and technology. Dance, being the art of movement, fit well 
with the dynamic and motile context of social and cultural life in this era and it was in this 
way that it was “absorbed, taken up as motif and reflected in multiple ways by artists 
working in a diverse variety of genres, from theater to fine arts and literature.”6 As a result, 
dance stepped forward from its “obscure background position in the art hierarchy to take 
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4 Little scholarly work has been done on the integration of new technologies in dance at the beginning of the 
twentieth century with the exception of Gabriele Klein and Gabriele Brandstetter. However, these authors’ 
works have not yet been translated into English. Therefore, in this section, I make use of Klein’s and 
Brandstetter’s text via the work of Kerstin Evert. 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.

5 Evert, 2002: p. 38

6 Evert, 2002: p. 32 



center stage: it becomes a symbol of modernism and a key medium for all arts that 
endeavor to reflect the new technical era as an epoch defined by movement.”7 

In this quote we begin to get a glimpse of the complex relation of dance and 
technology. Louis Lumière for example made films of the dancer Loïe Fuller, who I 
discussed in chapter one, experimenting with light projections on her wide skirts in the 
Serpentine Dance. And just as dance was this ideal object of film (and later video) in the 
works of moving image artists, film was also becoming the modern new medium of 
reference for dance. It is notable that the the ballet Relâche by the Ballets Suédois in 1924  
was shown as an intermission during the film Entr’acte (directed by René Clair). Film 
editing techniques also had an influence on the movement style and dramaturgical 
development during the creation of choreography in general.8 For example, according to 
Evert, the staging of staccato-like movements in L’aprés Midi d’un Faun (1912) and Jeux 
(1913) by dancer and choreographer Vaslav Nijinsky was one of many movement works 
illustrating this trend.9

This coming together of dance and technology at the end of the nineteenth century 
was either embraced with optimism, or anxiously questioned or rejected as dangerous for 
the art form. In the first mode of thought, dance is considered an innovative point of 
reference for technologically enamored theatrical and artistic conceptions, reflecting on life 
in a big city in the increasingly mechanized society of the early twentieth century. Evert 
observes the optimistic visions on dance and technology within early avant-garde 
experiments, in which the body is approached as a machine - there is focus in these works 
on the mechanics of the body and in extreme examples a questioning of whether the 
human body could be replaced with machines.10 Schlemmer’s sketches for sculptural 
costumes, which I discussed in chapter one pointed directly to “abstract, mathematical, 
and stereometric concepts of the body, reflecting the mechanization of bodily movement to 
fit technical processes.”11 The Futurists’ will to merge man and machine, considered 
“antecedents of the notion of the cyborg” parallels director and scenographer Edward 
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7 Gabriele Brandstetter quoted in Evert, 2002: pp. 32-34. 

8 Evert (2002) explains that choreography and film in this era were characterized by a “stroboscopic 
interruption principle, revealing that film editing techniques and principles of montage and collage also exert 
their influence on the dramaturgy and choreographic style of dance productions.”  (p. 36).

9 Evert notes that Charlie Chaplin’s mechanical, choppy movements portrayed in the film Modern Times 
(1936) can also be viewed under the light of the influence of mechanics on human movement.  

10 Evert, 2002: pp.32-33 

11 Evert, 2002: p. 34



Gordon Craig’s notion of the Über-Marionette, which aimed to “replace the fallible human 
body with the mechanical marionette.”12 

Very much beyond the realm of art, but infiltrating back in to artistic production, a 
capitalized science and industrial culture was also gaining an interest at this historical 
moment in concepts of human performance and physical movement, which were now 
being assembled and scientifically examined.13 The human body, as dance scholar Felicia 
McCarren (2003) explains, is here confronting the height of the mechanical industrial era, 
being subjected to machinic principles, such as the Taylorist principles of efficiency, and 
human performance becomes understood in terms of measurable productivity.14 For the 
first time, human performance was being equated with quantifiable physical outputs. In 
Anson Rabinbach’s (1992) historical comprehension of these late nineteenth century 
changes, human and non-human performance are especially reduced to energy, which led 
to scientific experiments on fatigue and the metaphor of “the human motor.”15 In chapter 
five, I return to the principles of efficiency and human performance to discuss them in 
detail and also examine human and technological performance from the perspective of 
agency. Here, it is important just to note that the early twentieth century was dominated by 
the idea that humans were subjects of machinic principles, which was reflected in the 
avant-garde art works of this era. 

At the same time however, as Evert points out, there were strong countervailing 
tendencies to resist such technological approaches to the body as a machine in theatrical 
and artistic work of the period. Besides the optimism of many technophilic artists, many 
other dancer/choreographers had quite different investments in the dynamics of movement 
considered to be the essential elements in dance. Captured especially in the work of 
dancers such as Isadora Duncan and Ruth Saint-Dennis, the movement called ‘free 
dance’ or later ‘expressive dance’ remained committed to the notion of the naturalness of 
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12 Evert, 2002: p. 34 

13 It should be noted that the association of dance with physicality was already a phenomenon of the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Foster (1996) explains that dance lost its connection to a 
generalized physical sociability in the eighteenth century due to scientific inquiry. Now the dancing body was 
to show what a body can do in terms of physical skills; its job became manifesting the erect, vertical line’s 
presence in bodily posture. By the mid-nineteenth century, the body was disciplined and it “largely did as it 
was told.” Choreography and Narrative. Ballet’s Staging of Story and Desire. Indiana: Indiana University 
Press, 1996: p. 258. In sum, already in the eighteenth century, the body is treated like a complex machine. 

14 McCarren, Felicia. Dancing Machines. Choreographies of the age of mechanical reproduction. Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2003

15 Rabinbach, Anson. The Human Motor. Energy, Fatigue, and the Origins of Modernity. California: University 
of California Press, 1992.



the human body precisely in order to explore these new movement aesthetics of the 
period. For example, in Duncan’s approach, the naturalness of breathing was taken as a 
point of departure for the creation of the choreography, rather than the execution of certain 
technical and virtuosic movements required from ballet. According to Evert, Duncan was 
conscious of constructing a countermovement against the artificiality and strict physical 
discipline of ballet and in free dance, the dancing body was considered an “instrument of 
redemption from growing mechanization” and, therefore, a critical development against the 
“unnatural” movement patterns of humans (and machines) caused by mechanization in 
general.16 

To acknowledge and track the two opposed modes of thought in dance concerning 
the integration of technology is to be aware of how the notion of disembodiment and the 
incompatibility between body and technology has been a long running theme and rich 
debate within the art form of dance since the beginning of the twentieth century. Moreover, 
these debates are anything but settled and they still hold a place in the discourse on 
dance today. Media art scholar Soke Dinkla (2002) emphasizes this point that in dance the 
compatibility between the natural body and technology is still unresolved:  

While media art has by now managed to stake out its own territory in the field 
of fine arts, in the area of the performing arts, the question still persists as to 
what extent the aesthetic qualities of dance and the technology mutually 
influence each other.17

Furthermore, Dinkla argues, what is interesting about the 1990s version of this 
debate is that aesthetic repertoires in dance, particularly, have up until now been able to 
exclude technology’s impact on our images of the body more consistently than other art 
forms. Dinkla argues even that “especially in Europe, dance’s self-image since the 1980s 
has been based on offering a counter-model to a mechanized world.”18 Close attention to 
the recent literature addressing staged digital dance makes it clear that these century-long 
debates and tendencies towards technophobia/philia have not abated. Furthermore, close 
reading of the work of many prominent practitioners and writers on digital dance reveals 
subtle, continued investments in dance as a site of conservation for humanist ideals.
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16 Evert, 2002: pp. 34-36. 

17 Dinkla, Soke. ‘Towards a rhetoric and didactics of digital dance’ in Soke Dinkla Soke, Martina Leeker 
(eds). Dance and Technology. Moving towards Media Productions. Berlin: Alexander Verlag, 2002: p.14

18 Dinkla, 2002: p.14.



3.2 The conceptual foundations of digital dance: 
counterbalancing virtual disembodiment in the 1990s

To be able to understand the humanist influences in staged digital dance’s 
literature, it is important to realize the conditions that played a role in the context of the 
1990s during the establishment of this art practice. The unpacking of the context of the 
1990s enables to better comprehend the aims and artistic visions in the initial stages of 
this art form, which, as I show below, were very specific and goal-oriented against the 
backdrop of media art of the 1990s. 

 Digital dance is a contemporary practice that is still being produced, reviewed, 
theorized and historicized. My attention here to its existing literature is therefore 
understood as both a survey of, and critical contribution to, a discourse that will assuredly 
further develop and shift. Sarah Rubidge, author and practitioner in digital dance, who has 
contributed to the writing of its history in England, emphasizes that digital dance as a 
practice has evolved non-uniformly and in separate international scenes, over the last 
three decades. It has also involved the creative and intellectual input of many different 
kinds of artists, including choreographers, new media artists, creative technicians and 
composers.19 During the research of this chapter I have spent the majority of my time in 
dialogue with internationally renowned practitioners and scholars of staged digital dance 
working especially in England, whose work appears in many of the international theoretical 
texts on this subject, as well as written documentation. !

Initially, digital dance as practice comes out of attempts to collaborate across 
disciplines and to cultivate conversations towards this. In England, Rubidge locates the 
establishment of digital dance in the dance film initiatives taken by the television director 
Terry Braun, who enthusiastically encouraged interest in the use of new media among 
choreographers during the early 1990s.20 Braun realized during this time that it was still 
very much the case that choreographers did not have access to digital technologies and 
that choreographers and new media artists hardly ever met to discuss their art practice. 
Consequently, Braun decided to organize structured gatherings and workshops to explore 
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19 Sarah Rubidge. Personal interview. Chichester, 10.02.2009
Rubidge explains that parallel to the developments in England, digital dance also began to flourish in the 
United States, in particular in Arizona State University (ASU). Yet, at that time, she and other choreographers 
involved in digital dance were not fully informed about these developments, for the simple fact 
communication infrastructure did not allow it.  

20 Sarah Rubidge. Personal interview. Chichester, 10.02.2009



how new media could be combined with dance, by bringing together choreographers and 
new media programmers.21 Rubidge notes that the preliminary examples of digital dance 
came out of these series of events that took place under the name of ‘Digital Dancing.’ 
Moreover, these gatherings led to the establishment of a core group or community of 
digital dance, which, Rubidge asserts since the first meeting in 1993, “gradually grew and 
grew.”22 At the moment of writing this, the domain of digital dance still represents a small 
but prominent area of research in dance in England, following the field’s expansion since 
the mid-1990s.

It is important to note in this formation of the discourse that the majority of writers 
who have cultivated the field of digital dance, and who have made the most prominent 
contributions to the establishment and development of digital dance in practice and theory 
at an international level, possess what can be called a “dual identity.” They are not only 
cited academic scholars but also active practitioners in the field of digital dance, many 
working concurrently (or in the first instance) as choreographers. It is this double or dual 
identity with which most authors describe, analyze, and comment on either their own 
artistic practice or the artistic work of their peers in the literature of digital dance, which I 
argue has consequences for the kinds of theory that is produced. Alongside their 
academic and practical work, these individuals have also established an online community 
and diverse online archive of dance performances that integrate interactive technologies 
(among others) and which has helped shape what today has come to be commonly known 
as the archive of digital dance.23 

Based on my research in to the formation of digital dance discourse, I propose that 
of the first-generation practitioner/theorists of digital dance in England24 prominently Sarah 
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21 Rubidge describes the first gathering as a public event, held at Queen Elizabeth Hall in London where 
Braun, together with dancer Mark Baldwin, demonstrated the software Lifeforms in 1992. Five other event/
workshops followed the first to which certain choreographers, such as Siobhan Davis, Johannes Birringer, 
Sue McLennan, Susan Kozel, Gretchen Schiller, and Sarah Rubidge participated. 

22 Sarah Rubidge. Personal interview. Chichester, 10-02-2009

23 The first virtual community is ‘Dance and technology zone’, an internet-based community where artists, 
who are particularly interested in using new media and information technologies in the creation and 
performance of dance, dance theater and related live performance works, can share their experiences and 
works with each other. Currently, the ‘dance-tech’ network, led by Marlon Barrios Solano has replaced the 
‘dance and technology zone’. The website can be found at: http://www.dance-tech.net/
23 The term first-generation affiliates raises the question whether a second-generation affiliate in digital 
dance have emerged. In my opinion, since the year 2000, a second-generation is emerging in digital dance 
such as, Maria Chatzichristodoulou and Rachel Zerihan. Most second-generation affiliates, however, also 
work as practitioner and scholars within the field of digital dance.  

24 This is not an exclusive list, but a selection of major figures that are of importance for the field of digital 
dance.

http://www.dance-tech.net
http://www.dance-tech.net


Rubidge,25 Susan Kozel,26 Gretchen Schiller,27 Susan Broadhurst,28 Carol Brown,29 and 
Johannes Birringer30 have contributed greatly to the development of the discourse. Other 
prominent international practitioner-theorists who have contributed significantly to the field 
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25 Sarah Rubidge is a choreographer, digital installation artist, and dance scholar. In her artistic practice, she 
explores the relationship between choreographic practices and digital technologies, with a specific focus on 
interactive media. Her PhD thesis Identity in flux: A Choreographic and Theoretical Enquiry into the Open 
Dance Work” (2000) examined the relationship between the contextual framework of the ‘open work’ and 
dance practices with digital interactive technologies and she has been publishing since on critical 
choreography, technological poetics, dance and installation. In her current work, she collaborates with 
interdisciplinary artists, exploring the notion of sensation and affect. She makes dance works for professional 
performers but also installation works that allow audience participation. Some examples of her work includes 
Streamlines (2012), Eros-Eris (2007), Fugitive Moments (2006), Sensous Geographies (2003). For more 
information on her artistic and scholarly practice, see her website: www.sensedigital.co.uk

26 Susan Kozel has a background in dance and in philosophy. She combines artistic practice with 
scholarship, interlacing dance and digital technologies as the director of Mesh Performance Practices. Her 
collaborative performances and installations include the Technologies of Inner Spaces series (2005-2009) 
whisper[s] 2002-2005 (with Thecla Schiphorst) and trajets  2000-2007 (with Gretchen Schiller). For more on 
Kozel’s artistic and scholarly work: http://medea.mah.se/2010/10/susan-kozel-professor-of-new-media/

27 Gretchen Schiller is a choreographer, screendance artist, and researcher. Examples of her choreographic 
work include Body LIbrary (2011), La Traverse (2010), Circulari (2008). Her scholarly work addresses 
kinetics, dance movement and image science relating to interactive choreographic dance works. More 
information on her research and artistic practice can be found at: www.gretchen-schiller.org

28 Susan Broadhurst is a writer and performance practitioner in the School of Arts, Brunel University, London. 
Her research interests include: performance theory, critical and literary theory, continental philosophy, 
neuroaesthetics and the aesthetic potential of digitized technology for performance (e.g artificial intelligence, 
motion capture, 3D modelling and animation, and biotechnology) and aging and the arts. She is the author 
and editor of many books on digital dance; she has also created artworks which take the integration of 
artistic practice and digital technology as starting point. Details of Broadhurst’s publications and artistic 
practice can be found at: http://www.brunel.ac.uk/arts/theatre/staff/sue-broadhurst

29 Johannes Birringer is a scholar, choreographer, media artist, and artistic director of AlienNation Co., a 
multimedia ensemble that has collaborated on numerous site-specific and cross-cultural performance and 
installation projects, as well as the DAP-Lab. Currently, he works at Brunel University. Recent artworks 
include: UKIYO II (2010), Ming Yi (2009), Auf der anderen Seite des Spiegels (2009). More information on 
his practice and research into digital scenographies and worlds can be found at: http://www.brunel.ac.uk/arts/
theatre/staff/johannes-birringer

30 Carol Brown is a dance scholar and the choreographer of Carol Brown Dances. In her work she focuses 
on the relationship between bodies and spaces. Among her recent dance works are: Seed (2011), and 
Maybe a man and a woman (2011). Her recent research addresses ‘Design, digital gestures and the 
in[ter]ference of meaning’, International Journal Performing Arts and Digital Media,  vol 7, 2011. For more 
information, visit: http://www.carolbrowndances.com/

http://www.brunel.ac.uk/arts/theatre/staff/johannes-birringer
http://www.brunel.ac.uk/arts/theatre/staff/johannes-birringer
http://www.brunel.ac.uk/arts/theatre/staff/johannes-birringer
http://www.brunel.ac.uk/arts/theatre/staff/johannes-birringer


include: John Mitchell,31 Mark Coniglio,32 Armando Meniccaci,33 Robert Wechsler,34 and 
Scott deLaHunta.35 Most of these individuals are still active as practitioners and as 
scholars in the field of digital dance.36 Furthermore, digital dance theorists are a 
reasonably close-knit international community of practitioners working in close dialogue, or 
theoretical proximity to each other whose work continues to reverberate very strongly and 
spill as influence in to other networks and geographies and more recent works. The reason 
it is important to acknowledge the dual identity of these individuals is not to bracket 
‘artists’ from ‘objective research claims’ per se but instead to recognize that their 
background in dance and choreography seems to have especially shaped a certain artistic 
inattention to technological aspects of digital dance during the establishment of digital 
dance. This is a strange acknowledgement to make but it becomes apparent upon close 
reading of the way technologies are conceived in the literature of digital dance, which I 
address in section 3.3. 

Information generated from my own research interviews with two members of the 
first-generation practitioners, Sarah Rubidge and Susan Kozel, reveals that first-generation 
practitioners of digital dance understood themselves to be consciously striving to 
counterbalance the art form’s own anxieties around human-computer incompatibilities and 

102

31John Mitchell is an interactive performance designer, composer, and researcher using technology for 
expanding sensory and creative experiences in the arts and education. During his career,  Mitchell has 
mainly focused on exploring the use of computer interactivity in dance and movement performance. More 
information on Mitchell can be found on: https://webapp4.asu.edu/directory/person/44621

32 Mark Coniglio has a background in music. While not being a dancer he is placed in the list of first-
generation members of digital dance because of his involvement in digital dance since the mid ‘90s via the 
performances of Troika Ranch, and his development of Isadora, a software created especially for the needs 
of choreographers working in the field of digital dance. I discuss Isadora in the next chapter. 

33 Armando Menicacci is a musicologist and dance researcher, following several years of dance study. He is 
the director of Mediadanse at Paris VIII Dance Department laboratory, focusing on the relationship between 
research, creation and pedagogy in dance and digital media. Menicacci is involved in generative dance 
scoring, such as in his under-score project. For more information on Menicacci’s artistic and scholarly work, 
visit: http://www.digitalcultures.org/Symp/Armando.htm

34 Robert Wechsler is a choreographer and researcher. He is one of the founders of Palindrome, a dance 
company committed to exploring the integration of dance and digital technology, in particular using 
interactive media. Recent artworks include: Flower. Wine. Moon. Me. (2011), Das Oklahoma Project (2008). 
Wecshler publishes on digital dance and has written a practical guide for artists working in this area. For 
more information and research by Wechsler see: http://www.palindrome.de. 

35Scott delaHunta currently works together with the choreographer Wayne McGregor/Random Dance 
Company, undertaking research on dance and cognitive science. A list of publications for this project can be 
found on: http://www.choreocog.net/papers.html. DelaHunta also works as dramaturge in the field of digital 
dance, and was the dramaturge on Apparition (2006), which is one of the case studies examined in this 
thesis.  

36 Currently a majority of England-based first-generation digital dance affiliates are gathered at the Centre for 
Contemporary and Digital Performance department at Brunel University in London. The Dance Department 
of Arizona State University is another important institution for education in dance and digital technologies.

http://www.palindrome.de
http://www.palindrome.de
http://www.choreocog.net/papers.html
http://www.choreocog.net/papers.html


the notion of disembodiment. Both practitioners understand themselves to be invested in 
this counterbalancing at both their artistic and theoretical level. 

The notion of disembodiment especially dominated the discourse about art and 
technology in the early 1990s, and there were in fact observable schisms in the way 
disembodiment was understood as a kind of body politics drawing lines between artistic 
projects incorporating new technologies, separating off some from others. In new media 
art for example, utopian investments in cyberspace, VR and statelessness contrast greatly 
against the kinds of anxieties regarding the mainstreaming of the web and the increasingly 
virtualization of social life in dance. In Materializing New Media, Anna Munster (2006) 
describes ‘virtuality’ as one of the key themes that dominated the culture of information 
and its aesthetics in the 1980s to the 1990s. The virtual, Munster writes, “more than any 
other quality associated with digital technologies...promised to leave the body and its 
“meat” behind, as minds, data, and wires join together in an ecstatic fusion across the 
infinite matrix of cyberspace.”37 Munster explains that during the 1990s, Virtual Reality 
technologies became one of the most frequently used technologies in digital research and 
development, promising “bubble worlds of techno-utopian enclosure and escape.”38 From 
Hollywood depictions of virtual reality, countless theme park rides in Disney, to practical 
applications in medical and military simulation platforms, VR as both techno-cultural future 
and present technology promised captured various out-of-body experiences. Munster’s 
writing shows how VR technologies in fact set the grounds for the discourse of 
disembodiment in the 1990s. Steve Woolgar (2002) notes that much of the discourse on 
the effects of digital technologies on society was guided by a polarization between narrow 
suspicion and uncritical enthusiasm at this time around these inventions - the utopia and 
dystopia of humanity merged with machine worlds.39 

The optimism for VR was also, of course, not new; there are yet again parallels to 
point to between the discourse on disembodiment between the 1990s and the late 
nineteenth century. In the words of Ian Boal, historian of society and technology, many 
“seers” of late modernity at the turn of the century “foretold a future of boundless 
prosthetics, enhancements to human powers, among them powers of communication - 
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modes of amplification, replication, and extension.”40 At the same time, while there are 
strong parallels between the socio-cultural context in the late nineteenth century and 
1990s with regards to the belief and optimism in technology and a resistance to 
virtualization that goes against this, there are also major differences between these two 
eras. 

Firstly, the tendency towards optimism or anxiety tends at this moment to be taking 
place as a negotiation between different art forms: early experiments in new media art, 
signifying the techno-optimist pole, and digital dance as a counter-movement to the 
disembodied aesthetics in new media art practices outside of dance. Furthermore, it is 
possible to argue that the question of whether or not technologies ‘should’ be integrated in 
dance has become no longer so relevant. Rather, the question appears more whether or 
not the integration of technologies in this art form can be at the service of the innovation of 
dance as an art form, and furthermore, whether and how it is possible to establish criteria 
for appraising this. For many dance artists whose assumptions of dance as art form have 
been inherited from the nineteenth century, these questions require a certain reflexive 
reappraisal of ideals such as sensuality and embodiment, but without necessarily going in 
the direction of valorizing “disembodiment” either.

These critical nuances become clear upon noting digital dance’s incorporation of 
technology was perceived by practitioner theorists themselves as a kind of technologized 
countermovement against the aesthetic and rhetorical obsession with disembodied, 
placeless, increasingly un-real and ‘virtual aesthetics’ in new media art outside of dance. 
Susan Kozel, for example, explains this trajectory of her work from the early 1990s, until a 
couple of years ago, was “informed by a reaction against certain assumptions regarding 
the digital and the machinic.”41 She describes these “assumptions” as harsh aesthetics 
and the rhetoric of disembodiment, which she claims to have witnessed in many artworks 
in the field of visual arts at the beginning of the ‘90s. For Kozel, new media art works being 
produced by non-dance artists demonstrated “such a militarism, such masculinity (…) and 
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corporate hardness, which centered upon the rhetoric of ‘leaving the body behind.”42 She 
explains that such assumptions and rhetoric created in her—and other dance artists— a 
“desire to explore how technology doesn’t have to take us to acceleration, harshness, and 
rationality. Technology can also be used to explore the affect, the corporeal (…), and the 
blurry.”43 Hence, digital dance becomes this counter movement against the disembodied 
rhetorics and aesthetics dominant in new media art at the beginning of the 1990s.

Rubidge similarly situates her investment in digital dance as a counter to (visual) 
new media art experiments, arguing that the aesthetics of imagery in most new media art 
in the early 1990s were “merely computer-graphic and having no texture.”44 She too refers 
to the notion of disembodiment as a kind of hype that dominated the practices of the visual 
arts created with digital technologies in contradistinction to the works and concerns (and 
artistic knowledges) of dance artists working with new technologies. According to Rubidge, 
the disembodiment hype implied that with digital technologies, “you could get rid of the 
messy stuff of the body and download yourself into a computer.”45 Similar to Kozel, 
Rubidge also designates the disembodied aesthetics applied in the visual arts as the main 
reason why she and other choreographer and dancers got so involved in digital dance. For 
Rubidge, the motivation to counterbalance the digital discourses of disembodiment 
seemed quite logical, because the participants of the preliminary workshops organized by 
Braun came from dance and, thus, a somatic movement background.46 Hence, the 
primacy of the dancing body and the kinesthetic qualities of dance seem to establish the 
most important element in the artistic practices of the first-generation practitioners of digital 
dance, regardless of the extent of the incorporation of digital technology in its creation and 
presentation. 

From the very inception of digital dance therefore, practitioner-theorists were 
committed to cultivating the concept of the integrity of the dancing body inside of 
technologized experience. Finding some balance between the physical aspects of dance 
and aesthetic effects created by digital technology in the choreography, however, 
remained an ongoing challenge for many choreographers. Braun was particularly aware of 
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the fact that choreographers can be overwhelmed by unfamiliar technologies, while also 
realizing a concurrent danger - that choreographers could set themselves in the position of 
being mere image-providers for the new media artists-programmers in his workshops. To 
deal with these factors, in the preliminary meetings, Braun established workshop 
conditions in such a way that the workshops were to be ‘dance-led’ rather than ‘new-media 
led’, meaning, that choreographers would have more dominant roles during decision-
making and especially in the realm of artistic choices.47 Dance as the art form, in other 
words, was the starting point and outcome of experimentation. According to Rubidge, 
allowing the choreographers to lead the workshops during the preliminary gatherings was 
beneficial because choreographers could push the aesthetic agenda in a different way 
than the “non-sensual aesthetics applied in new media art of that time.”48 Drawing upon 
the practitioner observations and theoretical work of Rubidge and Kozel in particular then, 
it can be concluded that the first-generation practitioners of digital dance— both in the 
aesthetics of their work and in their writings, indeed between these two modes of practice
—were very much invested in counterbalancing the notion of disembodiment resulting 
from the integration of digital technologies in dance, and in discovering ways to make 
digital technologies and the dancing body compatible for art production.

Through such staged digital dance experiments, exploring more productive 
collaborations between aesthetics and technics, tolerating tensions between body and 
technology, and counterbalancing the establishment “sense” of the incompatibility of body 
and technology was not an easy task. Robert Wechsler (1998), choreographer and writer 
in the field of digital dance asserts that the world of dance remains dubious about the 
incorporation of technology within this art form. For Wechsler, dancer’s continued 
resistance to technologies is unsurprising. For many dancers computers signal a “denial of 
the essential element of dance,” by which he means “the expression of primitive and 
sensual aspects of human existence.”49 The following quote from Kozel demonstrates that 
dualistic takes on the tension between human and computer is still a discussed topic in the 
year 2007. As Kozel writes:

At the end of the 1990s I hoped I would no longer have to maintain a profile 
(…) as “the body police”, one of a group  of voices to call repeatedly for 
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attention to be paid to the presence of the body in our computer systems 
(…). I hoped that the era of celebrating the abandonment of the body by and 
within virtual reality was over. Unfortunately, flesh still struggles in the face of 
the machine, or oozes onto it, as these constructions of materiality continue 
to taunt one another.50

Hence, the fear of disembodiment is still present, explicitly or implicitly, as a 
dominating issue or concern across the numerous articles and books written on digital 
dance. Richard Povall’s article ‘A little technology is a dangerous thing’ from 2001 implores 
dancers to break through their resistance to technologies and to go beyond assumptions 
of the incompatibility of body and technology:

So, please, let’s once and for all discard the notion that advanced 
technologies and dance are incompatible. Let’s by all means question their 
use, their appropriateness to a particular piece, their dominance and 
overbearing nature. Let’s demand that technologies be sensitive to and 
understanding of the body  (rather than the other way around). But let us also 
consider these technologies as the mature tools that they are begging to be
—simply part of a technical and artistic panoply that might be used in the 
making of any performance. 51

Povall’s quote suggests we see the integration of digital technology in dance - 
occurring in staged digital dance most prominently - as the contemporary development of 
the art form. In chapter one, I have shown how the art form of dance has consistently 
incorporated newest technologies during its development, making use of their 
technological and aesthetic potential to suit its own ends in terms of content and form, but 
always downplayed these incorporations. In this regard, Povall’s argument emphasizes 
progress in the development of dance as art form, at this point marked specifically by 
digital technologies and their now more visible incorporation an artistic component.

At the same time, Wechsler’s, Kozel’s and Povall’s arguments point out how in the 
world of dance the integration of technology is associated with a fear of losing the 
‘essence’ of dance; namely, the priorization of the human body. They indicate that a 
tension between body and technology exists in the discourse of digital dance, which the 
first-generation practitioner-theorists have tried to counterbalance by means of their 
practice. In the next section, I examine in detail the ways the first-generation practitioner/
theorists of digital dance have dealt with the criticism towards technology as a potential 
threat to embodiment as well as the incompatibility between human and technology in the 
writings on digital dance.
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3.3 Human-centered concepts in digital dance literature

I have begun to introduce the discursive work and context of first generation 
practitioner-theorists invested in cultivating digital dance. It is additionally relevant that 
digital dance theorist-practitioners were “relative newcomers”52 to the field of art, science 
and technology, and they entered a domain of inquiry and an artistic era that was already 
saturated with tension surrounding the inevitable convergence of body and technology. I 
have suggested that first-generation digital dance theorist-practitioners theoretically 
framed and justified their practice within and beyond the dance world, by counterbalancing 
notions of the non-compatibility of technology; by demonstrating, especially through their 
workshop practices and performance outcomes, that the incorporation of technology could 
function at the service of corporeality; and especially by distinguishing their work and their 
sense of inquiry from the aesthetics of disembodiment which dominated media art (in 
parallel) during the early 1990s. 

Here, I go in to great detail regarding these discursive contributions to staged digital 
dance by these mostly “dual identity” practitioners, by close reading their work in to three 
observable tendencies of approaches. First generation practitioner-theorists working with 
real-time interactive technologies operating with motion-capture software - have tend to 
choose one of three (or a combination of these) approaches to theorize the incorporation 
of technology in their theoretical works. Specifically, digital dance created with real-time 
interactive technologies operating with motion-capture software has been theorized and 
actualized into a discourse, in terms of A) emphasizing the “new liveliness” of real-time 
interactive technologies, seen as newly comparable to the liveliness of the dancing body; 
B)  metaphysical extension of the dancing body drawing on the work of Merleau-Ponty and 
C) envisioning body and technology as equivalently valuable but dissimilar elements “in 
dialogue.” Note that these are not exclusive categories; rather, they represent major 
tendencies that interrelate and sometimes double up inside of texts. But in any case, 
understanding the drives and theoretical influences related to each discursive and 
imaginative strategy helps us to come to terms with how technology (and the human) is 
being figured as a whole. I come to show that within each of the theoretical tendencies, it 
is possible to observe that the human body occupies a central point in the literature of 
digital dance while technology remains of secondary importance. In each, the body tends 
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to be hierarchically prioritized over the technological system, and further, the notion of 
performance is not applied to the actions taken by technology.

A. From frozen to live media 

In much of digital dance theory, non-linear technological “liveliness”53 is used to 
sense and signal the heralding of an emergent new form of dance practice. A key 
argument here in the work of the first-generation members of digital dance is the potential 
or even inherent compatibility of the newly real-time features of interactive technology with 
that of the live presence of the human performer. By examining the arguments made for 
the compatibility of the human performer’s live presence and real-time features of 
interactive media, it is possible to notice how writers present interactive technology as 
being more in line with the performance capacities of the human, and thus, compatible 
with the human body. It is also interesting to note how such a theoretical position - so 
formative for the discipline of digital dance - can often tend to transfer or ‘project‘ an 
organic sense of “liveliness” to the technological components of the dance, which leads to 
an anthropomorphization of technology, meaning, the attribution of human characteristics 
to technology. 

The difference between real-time interactive technology, specifically, and recording 
media, is figured as a crucial starting point in theorist’s arguments for the compatibility of 
real-time interactive systems and live presence. David Saltz (2001) argues that recording 
media—which he calls linear media—have never found an essential place in the 
performing arts, simply because recording media enable performance creators to avoid 
encountering risks.54 For Saltz, the thrill of the “live” is to see an event unfold, with all the 
risk that it entails. Saltz’s focus here on “encountering risks” invokes the capacity for the 
unscripted human error, such as the performer losing his/her balance during a certain 
movement, or the music entering during a wrong part of the scene, based on the wrong 
cue of the stage director, to mention a few. This notion of risk in Saltz appears at first 
glance to be a kind of preference for human fallibility itself, for performances prone to error. 

 Saltz elaborates further that each presentation of a certain theatre play is unique 
also because the human performer never performs his/her role the exact same way twice; 
instead his role-play entails tiny differences and variability. It is a new event. Linear media, 

109

53 I would like to point out that with technological liveness, I am not referring to the liveness debate as it 
presented by Philip Auslander in Liveness (1999). 

54 Saltz, David. ‘Live Media: Interactive Technology and Theatre’. Theatre Topics, vol. 11, no. 2, (September 
2001): pp. 107-127



on the other hand, by which he means recording media, cannot adapt to the changeability 
of the live performer, which Saltz demonstrates via a scene between a live actor and a 
prerecorded actor. He explains that unlike the live actor, the prerecorded image will be 
“unforgiving of any errors the live actor might make (for example missing a cue) and will 
never adapt to the variations in the rhythms or dynamics of the live actor’s delivery.”55 
According to Saltz writing in 2001, these conditions and possibilities of media interaction 
are now changing because interactive technologies (now) possess other characteristics 
that go beyond the capacities of linear (recording) media. Interactive media “seem” live to 
a certain degree: through their emphasis upon present time and the event of interaction, 
and through their capacity to spontaneously react to the movements of the performer, 
sustaining the pleasure of live performance. For Saltz, this pleasure includes the possibility 
of encountering unpredictable events that cannot be erased later on, unlike the products of 
recording media. He thus concludes that interactive technologies mark a new era of the 
perception of technologies utilized in the performing arts. 

Saltz goes further to claim that interactive media signify an end of the period of 
“frozen media” (by which he means linear recording technologies) and signal a new era of 
“live media.” While frozen media maintain an ontological difference between the recorded 
nature of technology and its live presence, for Saltz, in the new era of live media, the 
incompatibility between spontaneous and instantaneous bodies and programmed 
technologies virtually disappears. Subsequently, Saltz takes a strong theoretical leap to 
claim that interactive media becomes a “species of live performance.”56 Saltz is valuable to 
my work in setting up a sense of appreciation of the potential performativity of technology, 
but the proximity of his discourse to an anthropomorphic or at least organic register, 
refrains from a more cogent evaluation of the inorganic and non- “live” seeming actions 
taken by technology as performance. 

Mark Coniglio, creator of the motion-tracking software Isadora, and co-founder of 
the dance company Troika Ranch shares similar views with Saltz. He too associates the 
intrinsic features of interactive technology with the liveliness of the presence of the human 
performer.57 For Coniglio, motion-tracking software carries the capacity to overcome the 
antithetical status between recording media, which reproduce the exact same content 
each time, and the immediacy of performance, which entails the possibility of 
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unpredictable events or mistakes. In his article ‘The importance of being 
interactive’ (2005), Coniglio argues that the reproducibility of digital but non-interactive 
technology is precisely what makes them inappropriate for use in a live performance:

Digital media is wonderful because it can be endlessly duplicated and/or 
presented without fear of the tiniest change or degradation. But, it is this very 
quality  (the media’s ‘deadness’) that is antithetical to the fluid and ever 
changing nature of live performance. Each time a work is performed, any 
number of factors can significantly change how it is realized in that moment
—perhaps most significant being the interplay between the skill and 
temperament of the performers and the attitude and engagement of the 
audience. The downfall of digitally recorded media is that it dampens this 
essential fluidity by preventing the performers from changing the character of 
the material from moment to moment.58

As this quote shows, Coniglio’s arguments are similar to the views of Saltz, who 
describes real-time interactive technology as live and recording technology as frozen 
media. He, too, excludes the notion of performance in relation to the actions executed by 
the interactive system. More radically than Saltz, the website of Troika Ranch, and thus, 
Coniglio openly claims that interactive media can have the same “sense of liveliness as 
the human performers it accompanies,” without really conceptually elaborating upon what 
he means by this equation of technological and human liveness.59 Coniglio describes the 
demonstration of the compatibility of interactive media with liveliness of human performers 
as one of the main aims of his dance company, Troika Ranch. He writes that the artistic 
works of Troika Ranch similarly strive to “impose the chaos of the human body on the 
media in hope of bringing it to life.”60 In this regard, Coniglio’s views on the compatibility of 
digital technology with performance take the human as model and, therefore, remain 
human-centered.61 

Editor of Digital Performance (2002), Emanuele Quinz, and Wechsler (1997) 
develop similar arguments to Saltz’s and Coniglio’s by attending to the related concept of 
‘immediacy’ as a kind of human capacity or expression. For Quinz (2002) interactive media 
are unique because, within a performance context, these technologies enable “art to find a 
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form of immediacy again.”62 Wechsler praises the real-time responses of the newer 
technologies for their capacity to offer dance a “renewed spontaneity and liveliness as well 
as an expansion of the possibilities for expression in live performance.”63 Through this 
series of theoretical contributions, from Coniglio, Quinz, and Wechsler, we can see that 
interactive technology comes to be seen as being compatible with aspects that mark the 
live presence of the human performer, such as unpredictability, spontaneity, and 
changeability. But the ways in which they emphasize and figure on similitude between 
human and technological components remains indeed under-explored, to the effect of 
theorists tending to assign human qualities to technological materials and operations in 
rather projective or aspirational ways. This need not be the theoretical foundations of 
digital dance, I argue. In contrast to, or indeed to the side of these theorist’s work, in 
chapter five, I argue that humans and technology are not “similar” because of shared 
tendencies, but instead that such tendencies can be put in to parallel through closer 
attention to the notion of performance and performance “measures”, meaning their 
inhuman components especially within the practices of the cultural industry.  

It is also very important for the purposes of my argument about, and close readings 
of, staged digital dance, to note that in Coniglio, the real-time feature of motion-tracking 
software leads to a specific emphasis upon the concept of ‘improvisation’ as what allows 
human and technology to supposedly converge without excessive attention to their 
difference. He argues that interactive technology’s potential to react in real-time makes this 
type of technology most appropriate for improvisation, meaning movement in which the 
content is not set beforehand. He explains that, generally speaking, performances of his 
company, Troika Ranch, allow “a fairly broad range of improvisational latitude when 
performing.”64 According to Coniglio, the utilization of interactive technology for 
improvisation-based performances facilitates the performer to create original movement in 
the moment of the performance together with the original output of the technology. But 
how is the output of the technology “original” in such moments? For Coniglio, the 
understanding of original and spontaneous movement between human and performer 
adds another layer of liveliness to the experience of digital dance. Yet Coniglio’s aesthetics 
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of improvisation actually describes or informs little about what is technologically taking 
place - whether there is in fact non-human technical improvisation. 

I argue that within the context of staged digital dance, at least in the case studies 
examined in this thesis, the argument celebrating human-technology improvisation does 
not actually hold so strongly. First, the choreography of staged digital dance is more often 
than not entirely proscribed or set down (through experimental modifications) during the 
creative development phase of production of the choreography, which (to a great extent) 
aims precisely to exclude any unprogrammed technological improvisations during the ‘live’ 
performance. In this sense, improvisation seems either to be exceptional in the 
performances of Troika Ranch, or insufficiently theorized within it. As I have explained in 
the previous chapter, in staged digital dance, by finalizing the choreography before the 
performance actually goes “live”, the creators aim to reduce the unpredictability or 
spontaneity of the work to a minimum. Moreover, spontaneity and unpredictability do not 
really describe the extent to which the output of the technical system is already a 
programmed part of the choreography. These elements too are pre-organized and 
rehearsed during the creation of the choreography, which underlines how the meaning of 
choreography expands from the organization of human movement in energy, time, and 
space to the organization of human and technological movement in energy, time, and 
space. Improvisation between human and performer then, to be clear, tends to happen in 
production and not reception phases. The reception is instead a repetition of (set) moment 
that points back to the improvisatory stages, which were more often than not unwitnessed, 
and so are to a certain extent simulated by such a repetition.

I am suggesting then, through the arguments examined in this section, that while it 
is useful to compare and put into play certain comparisons between computational 
processes and physical aspects of the human body in the development of digital dance 
discourse, it becomes even more important when doing so to be wary of a theoretical 
situation in which the characteristics of the human body are taken as a role model for the 
features and behavior of technology. In other words, the relationship between human and 
technology risks here again being perpetually positioned within a hierarchy, with the 
human placed on top and the technology again reduced to being attended to as 
secondary, or supplementary to this emphasis. Instead of relying upon the concept of 
improvisation, I will suggest in chapter five that interperformance is a better concept to 
explore these notions of human and inhuman performativity, especially at the level of 
staged reception, where the improvisatory ideal just does not hold in describing actual 
practice.
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B. Body incorporates the technology: Metaphysical Extension 

Writings on digital dance that fall in to this category tend to draw upon the 
phenomenological tradition to, again, take the human body as the starting point for their 
conceptual work. To this extent those seeing the potential of interactive technologies in 
terms of incorporation and extension tend to be always-already in the position of cultivating 
an anthropocentric approach to digital dance, perhaps even more so than the emphasis on 
“liveliness” in the previous strand. Such a theoretical approach that I am categorizing as 
incorporative or extension-oriented, tends to also in this way perpetuate the hierarchy of 
perceptual importance in the literature on digital dance despite variations in the theoretical 
contributions of individual practitioners of this orientation. Two related concepts seem to 
play a particularly strong role in organizing this second orientation of practitioners: one is 
the concept of what Evert calls whole-body interface and, the other is the discourse of 
virtual embodiment. 

Evert argues that the aim of digital dance artworks in the 1990s was to resolve the 
dichotomy between the ‘natural’ body and ‘unnatural’ technology. The concept of a “whole-
body interface”, which implies basically that the more parts of the body are involved in the 
interactive system, the more compatible the human and interactive system becomes, has 
been an inspiring concept cultivated towards this aim.65 Evert argues that the rationale of 
the whole-body interface works well within the context of digital dance because, in 
comparison to other interactive interfaces of this time that restrict the engagement 
between the human and technology to a specific body part, such as the hand (in 
interactive virtual games for example), interactive systems utilized in digital dance require 
the engagement of the whole body. As Evert explains, a whole-body interface “appears to 
open up the possibility of letting the whole body share in its technical surroundings,” with 
all of its senses including proprioception and touch.66 As a result, the whole-body interface 
enables a strong case to be assembled for the compatibility of interactive technology and 
dance. It leads to the involvement of all of the senses, and, therefore, a whole-body 
interface values the sensuality of the dancing body and allow the dancer to feel fully 
“applied” to an understanding of it. 
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It is interesting to note how this notion of the whole-body interface marks a 
difference between the conceptualization of artworks in the 1960s and artworks in the 
1990s - and this in terms of the notion of control. According to Evert, the body also figured 
as one of the components of a system in the art works of the 1960s that experimented with 
primitive versions of interactive systems. These earlier art works were strongly influenced 
by cybernetic and general system theory (from information science research), which 
concentrated on the function and characteristics of energy and information conversion as 
well as upon self-regulating and feedback systems. Evert illustrates an example of 
interactive media and dance from the 1960s via choreographer Merce Cunningham and 
composer John Cage’s Variations V, which I have briefly examined in chapter one. In this 
artwork, Evert explains, the dancers and their movements took on a musician or 
instrument function. Evert points out that the dancers of this performance became mere 
sound suppliers for the composition. This experience of the dancers was not what 
Cunningham had intended with the work, and very much undermined his artistic aim to 
liberate dance from (submission to) music.67 In a way that the artist-choreographer did not 
predict, the actual dancing human bodies were governed by the technical system and the 
music, which is perhaps one of the reasons why Cunningham did not work again with a 
reactive constellation of sound and movement, according to Evert. 

By comparison, and as a result of technological advances, which have also 
transformed imaginaries, art works that integrate interactive media in the 1990s have been 
seen in a more ‘positive’ sense as being able to “situate the body and technology in a 
system that is more clearly controlled and governed by humans.”68 Evert argues that in 
dance productions in the 1990s “instead of being subject to the dictates of machine-like 
movements, man controls technology and uses it to expand the reach of his own body and 
thus his dominance over space.”69 For Evert, due to the involvement of all of the senses, 
the practitioners of whole-body interface digital dance tend to experience performing and 
to construct theory that goes against the frequently feared disembodiment rhetoric, 
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It should be added that in dance, the argument of the projection of embodiment in space is most often 
related with the extension of the kinesphere, a term driving from Laban movement analysis. Gretchen 
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study of movement-based interactive and choreographic art” (2003) is an elaborate discussion of the 
expansion of the kinesphere into kinesfield in digital dance practice.



supposedly inherent in new media, by citing the rootedness of perception in the physical 
(whole body interface). Evert’s explanation of the difference in degrees of control, between 
the primitively interactive artworks in the 1960s and the more sophisticated components of 
works of the 1990s, helps us to understand how the argument of the whole-body interface 
functions to prevent criticisms that may results from the previously described cybernetic 
logic of input and output of the technical system. In the previous chapter, I have elaborated 
on a contemporary example of such critique made by Martina Leeker (2008), who argues 
that dance practice 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.”70 Hence, for 
Leeker, in dance practices created with interactive technology, the human body becomes a 
part of a technical system, which is in opposition to the perspective that the body controls 
or at least is not controlled by technology, in the argument of the whole-body interface.

The notion that the perception of dance as an art form is rooted in the physical 
domain is of course heavily influenced by phenomenological thought, especially the 
phenomenological theories of Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Through Merleau-Ponty, the 
dancing body is considered as the primary access to ‘enter’ the world of the aesthetic, and 
it is furthermore considered capable of incorporating the technology and, thereby, 
extending corporeality into the virtual dimension. Merleau-Ponty’s work has in fact been a 
key theoretical tool, even more so when implicit, in the discourse of the whole-body-
interface, and more broadly in the 1990s dance and recent new media arts discourses 
invested in celebrating the phenomenal body and its interaction with technologies in 
everyday life and the arts. In Phenomenology of Perception (1962), Merleau-Ponty writes 
that “the body is our general medium for having a world.”71 Stating that “to be a body is to 
be tied to the world”, in his works, Merleau-Ponty attempts to reconcile the Cartesian body-
mind split by focusing on the body as the fundamental basis for perception and 
experience.72 In this regard, he writes that “I perceive in a total way with my whole being; I 
grasp a unique structure of a thing, a unique way of being, which speaks to all my senses 
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at once.”73 Since the phenomenal body is also considered as the central element to ‘enter’ 
the world in the art form of dance it is not surprising that Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology 
has found a prominent place in dance theory, given its painstaking and deeply poetic 
attention to reconciling the Cartesian body-mind split by focusing on the body as the 
fundamental basis for perception and experience. Moving one increment further on from 
the liberation-oriented conception of the whole-body interface, the notion that human 
control is extensive, assumes to offer the (theorizing) body absolute control of the 
technical system.

The phenomenological provision that perception is rooted always in physical 
embodied materiality also tends to pave the way in dance literature to a notion of 
technological incorporation. In this argument, the body is considered capable of 
incorporating the technological components of the choreography, and thereby, extending 
its corporeality into the virtual dimension and in this way, objects (including machines) can 
become prosthesis of the body, extending its embodiment in space. Merleau-Ponty 
illustrates this point with the example of the blind man’s stick:

The blind man’s stick has ceased to be an object for him, and is no longer 
perceived for itself: its point has become an area of sensitivity extending the 
scope of active radius of touch, and providing a parallel to sight. […] To get 
used to a hat, car or stick is to be transplanted into them, or conversely, to 
convert them into the bulk of our own body.74

An example of this kind of thinking can be found in the work of Susan Broadhurst, 
first-generation digital dance theorist/practitioner, who writes: 

The body adapts and extends itself through external instruments. To have 
experience, to get used to an instrument, is to incorporate that instrument 
into the body. The experience of the corporeal schema is not fixed or 
delimited but extendable to the various tools and technologies, which may be 
embodied. Instruments appropriated by embodied experience become part 
of that altered body.75

By showing how the body incorporates technology, a phenomenological framework 
enables the practitioner-theorist to extend corporeality into the virtual domain via digital 
technologies. To this effect, a phenomenology-based perspective safeguards the primacy 
of the body in dance and offers an added reflexive appreciation of corporeality through the 
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introduction of dimensions of virtual embodiment.76 By virtual embodiment, I mean the 
body’s capacity to project its embodiment onto spaces or surfaces that are technically 
exterior to itself. Such capacities of projected embodiment are very beautifully and 
painstakingly articulated in Merleau-Ponty’s work on perception, in which the body is 
capable of projecting itself to other spaces in its encounters with objects in the world: “the 
body is a system of possible actions since when we point to an object, we refer to that 
object not as an object represented, but as a specific thing towards which we project 
ourselves.”77 In this way, the body appropriates the environment it inhabits.78 It is this 
capacity of the body to project itself that makes it possible for authors in digital dance to 
suggest an extension of embodiment into virtual spaces in digital dance practice created 
with digital technologies. For them, what comes from staged digital dances investments in 
the human-technological encounter is that the body is able to extend itself into the virtual 
domain via digital technologies in the form of ‘virtual embodiment’. For such practitioner-
theorists, this offers an added value for the understanding of corporeality by introducing 
the dimension of virtual embodiment. Both of these approaches I argue tend to simplify 
and downplay practical and theoretical tensions between the performative contributions of 
the human and the technological in to the choreography in staged digital dance.

At this point, it might be useful to ask why exactly such an over-determining 
theorization is necessary. To a certain extent, it would be possible to argue that the 
emphasis on non-alienating, projected embodiment, the full-bodied human takeover of the 
technological system, accords very much with the investments and drives of embodied 
theorist practitioners in digital dance. In other words, a phenomenological framework helps 
to preserve corporeality as the primary element of dance, in the theoretical contributions of 
those intimate, in the first instance, with dance practice, conventions, and assumptions 
about dance ontologies. It is not difficult to see that phenomenology as a theoretical tool 
maintains a certain hierarchical ordering between the body, which marks the central or 
foundational point of such performance theory, and the technology, which is only through 
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this model ever able to be understood as prosthesis or supplementary device “enabling” 
the expansion of the corporeality of the human. Accordingly, such a framework both opens 
up and makes possible, but also shuts down and simplifies, the discourse on technology 
itself, and on human-technology relations, in digital dance theory. It is therefore important 
to be aware of the consequences of such approaches - what they make possible and 
impossible. 

Questions around the uptake of Merleau-Ponty’s concepts in digital dance begin to 
emerge when we pay closer attention to the kinds of enthusiasms that are enveloped by 
the use of Merleau-Ponty in digital dance literature. Broadhurst and Machon, for example, 
in an article from 2006, argue that digital dance practice demands a:  

New mode of analysis and interpretation which foregrounds and celebrates 
the inherent tensions between the physical and the virtual. This 
simultaneously  both morphs and extends the performing body, thus 
engendering an altered corporeal experience.79

What is interesting about this quote is that it foregrounds “inherent tensions 
between the physical and the virtual” but works this straight in to a theory in which the 
performing body itself takes over as the now-extended concept of the digital dance work. 
Hence, phenomenological enthusiasm for digital dance points recursively back to the 
human, privileging the human body above the technology. Soke Dinkla’s (2002) work is 
also in line with these authors with regard to the primacy of the body in digital dance. She 
describes digital dance as a practice that views “digital technologies as an integral 
component of the artistic process and as conveyors of a new physical self-image. It is a 
question of how digital technologies allow the body in movement to create meaning.”80 The 
assumption here seems to be that the technological components cannot, on their own, be 
perceived to mean something, outside of the dancer’s own theoretical embodied 
projection. This is very interesting, and repeated throughout the literature, in a way that I 
think is necessary to unpack. 

 Perhaps the most in-depth appropriation of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology is 
Susan Kozel’s Closer. Performance, Technologies, Phenomenology published in 2007. 
Trained in dance and philosophy, in this book Kozel draws together live performance, 
digital technologies, and phenomenological theory. By consciously updating the philosophy 
of Merleau-Ponty to digital dance, she examines encounters between humans and 
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interactive interfaces, responsive systems, and affective computing, to open up a series of 
speculations regarding “what can be discovered and created as we become closer to our 
computers and to others through them, when they become extensions of our ways of 
thinking, moving, and touching.”81

Closer, strongly demonstrates the kinds of theoretical tendencies and insights that 
come with holding a dual identity as Kozel does, as a practitioner and researcher within 
the field of digital dance.82 The case studies she discusses are at the same time embodied 
art works in which she has performed as dancer and/or which she has choreographed. Her 
background as this practitioner generates theoretical purpose in the need to reflect on 
dancers’ subjective experience, which, again for Kozel, leads the theorist to opt for a 
phenomenological perspective upon research work. For Kozel, Merleau-Ponty’s 
phenomenology offers quite literally a sense of method, based on a respect for lived 
experience and for listening to the insights generated by and necessary to a dual dance-
theoretical approach. In her words: 

I needed a methodology to allow for a passion for philosophical concepts 
from the wider world to converge with innately philosophical concepts, and 
even critiques that were embedded in my body and surfaced through 
movement. I needed a methodology that not only  would respect my highly 
subjective experiences, but (…) also for acknowledging the reality  that all 
bodies exist with and through other bodies in social and political contexts. 
And I needed a methodology that operated through resonance rather than 
truth.83

Accordingly, Kozel situates the human body at the center in her study in which she 
considers confrontations with technology as a re-encountering of self and other by means 
of interactive computer systems. 

This prominent place given to embodiment and virtual embodiment as the 
theoretical starting point in research on digital dance has continued throughout the first 
decade of the twenty-first century, and is observable for example in the numerous 
presentation titles of the ‘Digital Resources and Humanities in the Arts’ conference, 
organized by Brunel University in 2010, entitled ‘Sensual Technologies: Collaborative 
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Practices of Interdisciplinarity’.84 To this degree, it is possible to conclude that approaches 
to digital dance theory, cultivated in the mid-1990s, still hold sway over digital dance 
discourse as a whole. Within this contemporary history of a discourse, first-generation 
digital dance theorists have put significant effort in to counterbalancing the perceived risk 
of disembodiment in their encounter with the technological realm, and in overcoming - 
through, I argue, a certain symptomatic theoretical simplicity - the apparent incompatibility 
of body and technology in the literature of digital dance. 

Phenomenology during this period provides a rather efficient solution to achieve this 
aim, which can be seen in its popular application as framework in the literature of digital 
dance. Yet, although phenomenology may be appropriate for the perceptual research and 
prioritization of the body, vis-à-vis digital technology, and retain a certain anxiety-alleviating 
attention to the body in theory, it inevitably implies a certain hierarchy in which the body is 
placed at the center of theory, and technology is placed at the periphery, as tools to assist 
the body’s expansion into the virtual dimension. Such phenomenology-based frameworks 
are quite incapable of accounting for the role of technology as a performing element in 
examples of staged digital dance that are of concern for this thesis. Indeed as I have 
shown here, such frameworks extend the hierarchy of perceptual importance, and reduce 
the complexity of digital dance, rather than unsettle this hierarchy, as I believe these 
performances themselves in fact do.

C. Body and technology “in dialogue”? 

Rubidge is among those who theorize digital dance in terms of a “dialogue” 
between the human body and the interactive system. The dialogue between human and 
technological components achieved in digital dance, Rubidge argues, generates a new 
understanding of dance because it leads to a major shift in the perception and conception 
of a familiar art form. She locates this new perception in digital dance in the creation of a 
kinetic and poetic world that is constructed from the human-technology encounter.85 It is 
interesting that Rubidge argues that this dialogue between human performer and 
technology has been best signaled and enabled especially with the emergence of, and 
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advances in, the motion-tracking software of the late 1990s onwards.86 She bases this 
argument on the fact that while early digital dance practices of the 1960s were able to 
showcase and exhibit the new capabilities of rudimentary technologies of this type, the 
software that has been developed and implemented in digital dance practice in the late 
1990s, such as in the art works of the dance companies Palindrome and Troika Ranch, 
show much more strongly that a “dialogue” between body and technology is now possible. 
Her focus on technical advances in software used in Palindrome and Troika Ranch leads 
her to claim that:

The mechanics of the media that both [dance companies] have been 
developing to facilitate the creation of interactive performances (…) are 
becoming sophisticated enough to allow it to become a genuine partner in 
the process of making their work. Finally, an understanding of the dialogue 
between performance and the increasingly complex new technologies they 
design specifically  for use as a partner in their performance events is 
becoming such that the medium is ceasing to be a controlling taskmaster.87

What does this notion of genuine partner mean? I want to both entertain and 
problematize this concept of a “genuine partner” or partnership of dancer and technology, 
by indeed thinking the two together, in parallel, while refraining from anthropomorphizing 
the technological component.88 I am recognizing here that Rubidge comes closer to the 
argument of this thesis - to explain the role of technology as a performing element in 
staged digital dance - while her insights lead to a certain limit point of speculative 
observation, due partly perhaps to the dependence of digital dance discourse, still at this 
time, on phenomenological approaches. !

Rubidge emphasizes that the technical developments of motion-tracking software 
are enabling a certain realization of “dialogue” between human and technology. She 
refrains however from examining choreographic strategies that are being tailored at this 

122

86 Rubidge, 2001: p. 39

87 Rubidge, 2001: p. 39
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avatar” (p. 87), “sphery thing” (p. 90), “part extended architecture”(p.92), which shows inconsistency for the 
argument of the avatar as a dance partner. Hence, Brown does not explicitly acknowledge the agency of the 
avatar nor does she offer a conceptual model to understand the avatar as a performer. 



time, to the creation of digital dance as human and technological performance within the 
choreography. Finally, it is important to make note of the fact that Rubidge stands out 
among the first generation digital dance theorists also because in her argument, she 
implies that “control” seems to be less technological, or human, but somehow shared, or I 
would argue, tendentious, between the human and technological components of such 
motion-tracking works. Once it is acknowledged that technology ceases being a controlling 
taskmaster, and that the human dancer is not perceived or theorized to be aiming for 
ultimate phenomenological extension or control either, fascinating new questions are 
raised regarding the analysis and critique of staged digital dance as a whole. Rubidge 
does not provide any answers, but I pick up this challenge in chapter four and five of this 
thesis.  

Another author and practitioner who considers this perceived dialogue between the 
human and technology as the major change in practice that is heralded by digital dance, is 
Steve Dixon. Also for Dixon (2007), the advanced and sophisticated media hardware and 
motion-tracking software now available and exploited in digital dance practice has 
dramatically shifted the perception of dance.89 Now, artworks in digital dance, Dixon 
argues, encapsulate a dialogue between the technology and the performer. He claims that 
in the early days of digital dance practice (by which he means the beginning of the 1990s) 
the communication between performer and technology was rather “rough” because the 
technologies did not have the capacity to enable a fluid relation. Over the years, however, 
“a genuinely sensitive and sophisticated interactive paradigm has gradually replaced a 
previously rough and reactive one.”90 

Hence for Dixon, current interactive technologies facilitate a more subtle 
conversation between performer and technology due to developments in the technology 
between the 1990s and the present. He describes the difference between previous and 
current interactive media in terms of a mutual process. In performances created with less 
advanced interactive technologies the performer engaging with the interactive system 
created a pattern, which Dixon describes as “I do this, and it will do that.”91 He concludes 
that current digital dance practice, in contrast, indicates a more integrative “we do this 
together” relationship between the dancer and the motion-tracking based interactive 
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technology.92 Here we can see a certain deconstructed anthropomorphism, in the 
recognition of the performativity of the technology.93 That is, Dixon acknowledges the 
contribution of interactive technology as an autonomous element in the creation of the 
choreography. It is possible to go further than this, and note that in Dixon’s terminology 
“we” might merely indicate, rather than a residual anthropomorphic preference, only the 
fact that there is still no language for recognizing such an inhuman contribution to the 
work. 

What is also striking in the literature of digital dance is how easily technological 
“progress” is used to stand in for a theory of “more ideal” dance-technology relations. 
Elsewhere in this passage, Dixon’s selection of words to distinguish the communication 
between human dancer and technology in early examples of digital dance created with 
less advanced technology are telling. Dixon describes the early technologies as “rough” 
and “reactive,” and distinguishes these from the later technologies utilized in digital dance 
practice, which he refers to as “fluid” and “interactive.”94 Here, a remark needs to be made. 

As explained in the previous chapter, first-generation interactive technologies are 
often theorized as operating according to a “reactive” logic. In this respect, advances in the 
hardware or software of the technical components of the interactive system can only refer 
to improvements of the technical capacity of these components, such as the speed of 
computational processing or an increase in the amount of special effects provided by the 
software. Such advances cannot lead to a change in the operative logic of the technical 
system—unless one is addressing what Birringer calls second-generation interactive 
technologies. To remind ourselves, these are technologies that (ideally) possess semi-
autonomy, such as Artificial Intelligence. While this is a common observation of the first 
generation theorists - that developments in software and hardware enable a more subtle 
engagement - I argue that the notion of “dialogue” (which I prefer in later sections to call 
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“interperformance”) between human and technology cannot be facilitated or indeed 
explained through advances in technology alone. Rather, the complexity of the inter-
performance of the human and technological is largely facilitated by the choreographic 
strategies implemented during the creation of the work. In the next chapter, I outline two 
specific choreographic strategies in staged digital dance. I also elaborate upon the 
creation process of staged digital dance that requires adjustments both from the human 
dancer (in terms of spatial positioning and quality of movement) and from the technology 
(in terms of creating the technical procedures of visual aesthetics that correspond to the 
needs of the choreography and the dramaturgy), and which I first mentioned in chapter 
two. What becomes apparent in this next chapter is the degree to which staged digital 
dance offers a distribution of control between human dancer and technology. In other 
words, in staged digital dance, human and technology are both acting upon the 
choreography, but not necessarily simultaneously. 

At this point it is important to mention a third author among those of the digital 
dance theorists who have argued for a demonstrably communicative process between 
dancer and technology, Johannes Birringer. Differently from Rubidge and Dixon, Birringer’s 
arguments rest upon new media discourses of “interactivity.” In his book Performance, 
Technology and Science (2008), Birringer examines various art forms created with 
different interactive media as components of an ‘interactive paradigm’ and locates staged 
digital dance created with motion-tracking software within this cross-art form milieu of 
practices.95 Despite this emphasis on interactivity, in Birringer’s book, the notion of 
interactivity seems to function as a metaphor rather than an analytical framework to 
explain the “dialogue” between human dancer and the interactive system. Nevertheless, 
Birringer makes interesting claims on the relationship between dancer and technology 
through his appropriation of interactivity, which he understands as a “spatial and 
architectural concept for performance.”96 His attention to spatiality leads him to consider 
the interactive system as an environment or artificial ecosystem. Accordingly, 
performances created with interactive systems become a “dynamically evolving dialectic 
between an artificial ecosystem and human agents.”97 He concludes that the human 
performer and the interactive environment can no longer be understood as unrelated 
entities. 
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By including the interactive system in his understanding of choreography, Birringer 
is able to point to the construction of an interactive environment created by the interactive 
system as an element of the presented artwork. This enables a broader understanding of 
“movement” as it relates to dance practices created with first-generation interactive 
technologies. From this point, Birringer argues, the meaning of movement expands to 
include both the actions of the physical dancer and the actions of the technical system. In 
addition, in dance practices created with first-generation interactive technology, movement 
“bridges the organic and inorganic forms, it evolves as a coupling with technically 
expanded virtual domains.”98 As a result, Birringer argues that the understanding of a 
dialogic communication between human and technology affect the perception of the 
choreography as a whole. He holds that in digital dance, the arrangement of movement in 
choreographies “has nothing to do with the synthetic engineering of steps and movement 
phrases, or with copying the motion of figure animation, but everything with the overall 
physical behavior of the system.”99

By acknowledging that the technical system as a whole becomes integrated within 
the experience of the choreography in digital dance, Birringer’s views draw much closer to 
the argument of this thesis, which holds that technology functions as a performing element 
during the creation and perception of the choreography in staged digital dance. Yet, 
Birringer does not go so far to acknowledge the movements provided by technology as 
performance, nor does he consider technology as a performing element in his arguments. 
Furthermore, Birringer does not explain how the interaction between human and 
technology takes place and how this interaction affects the focus of the choreography. In 
chapter five, I examine the interaction that takes place between human and the visual 
effects created by the interactive system as an interplay of two different types of 
performances, which I label as interperformance. 

Apart from Birringer’s work, and despite the wide use of first-generation interactive 
systems in the practice of digital dance, interactivity as a concept is a rarely explored or 
used as an applied theoretical framework in the literature of digital dance. An exception is 
Dixon (2007), who offers one model of interactivity created to address the general field of 
digital performance (which for him also encompasses digital dance). The goal of Dixon’s 
model is to provide a framework to identify certain modes and levels of interactivity within 
the field of digital performance, in terms of “how much” interactivity they offer the human 
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performer.100 I will explore Dixon’s model in detail in chapter five where I discuss the notion 
of interactivity and agency in relation to interperformance. For now, it is sufficient to explain 
that Dixon’s model, in line with the phenomenological trends mapped in this chapter, also 
privileges notions of the empowerment, embodiment, and agency of the human 
participant, at the expense of more productive criteria that might aide us to evaluate 
modes and levels of interactivity between the two, or with any greater detailed attention to 
technological elements.101 In other words, by prioritizing and even ranking desired degrees 
of human control over the technical system, Dixon’s model also takes the human body as 
starting point in his model of interactivity, even when he does not explicitly appropriate a 
phenomenological framework. This approach too, while supposedly placing interactivity at 
the center of analysis, is based nevertheless on a hierarchical ordering between the 
human body and technology. 

In sum, through the frameworks I have tracked in the literature of digital dance 
which address first-generation interactive technologies, especially the three conceptual/
theoretical strategies used to construct newly existing relationships between dancer and 
technology, I have shown how although some authors go further than others in 
acknowledging and thinking through the relationship between dancer and technology, they 
generally reduce the role of technology to something that needs to be incorporated, 
extended, or whole-body controlled by the performer, and assume this is necessary in 
order for  aesthetic achievements at the choreographic level. By working from such 
phenomenological foundations, and from equally human-centered discourses of 
interactivity, such first generation digital dance theories have either excluded or reduced 
the possibility that technology may function as performer. Despite their aims to illustrate a 
kind of relation or “dialogue” between human and technology, these approaches either do 
not provide a model to explain that dialogue, or they seem to prioritize the human in this 
engagement. For this reason, they cannot account for the role of technology as a central 
and performing element in staged digital dance. 

Perhaps, then, we need to look outside of dance theory for this attention to 
technological players. I want to propose in the next chapter the salience of an alternative 
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methodology from the domain of “techno-performance research,” especially the analytical 
tools offered up by the work of Jon McKenzie, in Perform—or else. From Discipline to 
Performance (2001) which enables theory to pay attention to actions of technologies and 
technological components as performance. Examining this discourse of technological 
performance via McKenzie, I will provide a systematic view in to how it might be possible 
to actually evaluate the actions executed by technology as performance in its own right. 
Applying McKenzie’s reading of technological performance to staged digital dance in this 
way allows me to make way for analysis in the gap where existing scholarly studies in 
digital dance fall short.
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3.4 Conclusion
This chapter has demonstrated that the acknowledgement of the role of technology 

as performance and dance partner is largely missing from current theoretical and 
conceptual applications in digital dance. Whether implicitly or explicitly—during the first 
generation of digital dance (theory), predominately phenomenological frameworks applied 
in the literature of digital dance have seemed to prioritize overcoming perceived 
oppositions, resistances, and incompatibilities between dancing bodies and digital 
interactive technologies in dance. This chapter showed that, even where this 
incompatibility or border has been theoretically and perceptually presented as bridged or 
broken down by advanced technologies in “genuinely” interactive performances, such 
judgments of choreographic success tend to sustain a human-centered appreciation of 
performance, and a hierarchy of perceptual importance. I have also provided academic, 
industry and techno-cultural explanations for this scant attention for the role of technology 
in the literature on digital dance during the 1990s and early 2000s.

What I have highlighted is an insufficiency in existing studies of digital dance 
concerning the performance of technology and its function as performer. For this reason, in 
the next chapter, this thesis develops a framework to understand and evaluate 
technological performance in digital dance. Based on Jon McKenzie’s Perform—or else. 
(2001), this framework takes as starting point technological performance as understood in 
the domain of techno-performance research and applies it to staged digital dance. The 
created framework allows the evaluation of the actions executed by technology on the 
basis of their function and effectiveness within the context of staged digital dance. In doing 
so, the next chapter demonstrates how the meaning of performance expands to include 
the technical within the context of staged digital dance.
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