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Conclusion
6.1 From assistants to performers: the changing role of 
computer technologies in digital dance

 In this thesis, I have argued that staged digital dance marks a turning point in the 
perpetuation of the hierarchy of perceptual importance, which, since the nineteenth 
century, has been the most dominant convention in the construction and reception of the 
relationship between the human and the non-human elements of theatrical dance is 
understood within a certain hierarchy. In the first chapter, I explained the historical 
development of the position of technology in dance and theater in the nineteenth century, 
showing how the artistic and infrastructural changes in this era led to the positioning of the 
human performer at the center of attention and the aesthetic effects created by technology 
at the periphery even when the technology is implemented to create spectacular visual 
aesthetics. In addition, I have shown how an understanding of this hierarchy in theatre and 
dance is reinforced in process of creative development, staging and reception - that is, in 
the cultural practice of dance. In the second chapter, I examined how changes in the 
cultural practices of staged digital dance illustrate challenges to the hierarchy of perceptual 
importance at the level of creation and reception. In chapter three, I have shown that, in 
contrary to how much attention is given the performance of technology in digital dance 
practice, the same performances of technology is reflected upon only in preliminary ways 
within the literature on digital dance. Furthermore, the notion of performance is still failing 
to be granted to non-human components. I have divided the literature into three different 
observed understandings of technology, showing how each category extends the hierarchy 
of perceptual importance in one way or another. 

Whereas the first three chapters focus on historical, practical, and conceptual 
aspects related to human-technology relationship in dance, chapter four and five make 
innovative theoretical contributions. In chapter four, relying primarily on Jon McKenzie’s 
study Perform or Else (2001), I have applied the notion of performance to the actions 
taken by the interactive system as technological performance, showing how the actions of 
technology as well as the aesthetic effects created by them can be understood as 
performance in their own right. In the final chapter, I elaborate on the notion of 
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performance further as interperformance. This term enables me to read the choreography 
in staged digital dance as that which emerges from the relationship between human and 
technological performance. By means of a closer look at the notions of agency and 
technical skills, I underline the similarities between human and technological performance, 
concluding that staged digital dance marks the entry of the art form of dance into a 
posthuman paradigm. 

The work of this thesis addresses staged digital dance practice created with first-
generation interactive technologies, however, I believe that it will have lasting value in 
contributing to the comprehension of performance practices in to the future, including 
especially staged digital dance created with second-generation interactive technologies. 
(To recapitulate, by first-generation interactive technology I am referring to technologies 
that only react to external stimuli. By second-generation interactive technology, I mean 
technology that are capable of creating their own behavior in ways that are unexpected by 
the makers.) In fact, all of the original work that I have done in this thesis, especially 
chapters four and five, is able to be brought to the theory and practice digital dance 
created with second-generation interactive technologies to some extent. To demonstrate 
this in a summary way, a close reading of an example of second-generation digital dance 
Blue Bloodshot Flowers, is quite useful.
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6.2 Unpredictable technological agents

Fig. 6.1 — Blue Bloodshot Flowers (2001)

Inside of the trajectory of her own practice, Susan Broadhurst has made the 
transition from first to second generation digital dance practice/theory - that is, from using 
technologies in dance that merely react to external stimuli, to using technologies capable 
of generating their own behavior. Blue Bloodshot Flowers is in this sense a critical, 
technologically ‘progressed’ departure from first generation staged digital dance, in so far 
as it portrays a duet, or relationship, between a human performer and the artificial 
intelligence avatar, Jeremiah. Broadhurst (2002) describes Blue Bloodshot Flowers as a 
“text and movement piece”, which “involves the remembrance of a love affair.”1 It was 
performed for the public at 291 Gallery in East London and reached a broad audience. 
Broadhurst’s motivation in this artwork was a search for ‘markerless’ (or sensor-free) 
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motion-capture technologies, which allows the “3D pose of an individual and its motions to 
be extracted without the need for sensors, calibration or preparation.”2 

As you recall, motion-capture either in the form of magnetic or optical tools has 
been used in digital dance performance since the 1990s. Magnetic or optical motion-
capture entails placing markers (or sensors) on the body of the physical dancer, which 
capture the movement data of the dancer’s body. The information extracted from the body 
is used to create animated virtual dancers, such as in Cunningham’s Biped (1999) 
examined in the introduction of this thesis. Broadhurst’s interest in now markerless motion-
capture technologies is for her based on a critique of those first generation tools - which I 
have mentioned in chapter two. This critique is wary of the fact that motion-capture 
sensors or markers restrict the physicality of the body and its spatial reach, while also 
taking a long time to set-up. Of course I discussed these critiques while emphasizing a 
contrary argument also exists in the understanding of ‘constraints’ on and ‘limits’ to 
creation as being productive and generative. In Broadhurst’s view, markerless motion-
capture is a way of working beyond the specific limitations of first generation interactive 
technologies at least. 

For her also, the real-time interaction between the human performer and Jeremiah 
makes the artwork closer to being “live” in comparison to the pre-recorded images in 
Biped, which resulted in an “absolutely stunning yet ultimately distancing performance.”3  
What makes the performance of the technology of Jeremiah different is the fact that he 
possesses artificial intelligence, which enable him to demonstrate several emotions as a 
reaction to visual stimulus in ways that are not pre-programmed by the artistic creators. As 
an artificial intelligence system, Jeremiah is able to generate random behavior, or actions 
and reactions that deviate from prescribed reactions programmed by the system’s 
creators. This has two important consequences for the arguments of this thesis. First, 
Jeremiah has a certain agency based on ‘his’ technical capacities with which he can 
actually create his own reactions; this is of course not the case with first-generation 
interactive technologies. “Jeremiah”, Broadhurst writes, “is original, just as an improvising 
artist is original. Jeremiah is literally “reproduced again” and not “represented.”4 To this 
extent, it has an agential power within the performance itself. Jeremiah’s agential power 
leads us to consider how agency and limitation, creativity and technics are key to the 
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comprehension of any performing element, human or non-human alike, which brings our 
understanding and treatment of ‘performer’, including their relation in duet, in to a 
posthuman performance paradigm.

An interesting aspect of Blue Bloodshot Flowers for the arguments of this thesis is 
that the unpredictable qualities of second-generation interactive technologies have 
important consequences for the aesthetic outcome of the artwork. If the reactions of the 
technology cannot be totally controlled by the makers, how can one guarantee that the 
technology will behave in ways that suits the dramaturgy of the artwork? Indeed, 
Broadhurst writes that Jeremiah’s capacity of demonstrating random behavior led to 
certain instances in which Jeremiah’s reactions did not suit the dramaturgy of the 
performance, which was experienced as “fairly disruptive” during certain moments in the 
performance”; for example, when Jeremiah “decided to display inappropriate behavior, 
such as demonstrating happiness at an intense moment of the performance.”5 Such 
moments of deviation from the dramaturgy of the performance led Broadhurst to take ad 
hoc decisions on how the performance should proceed, For instance, Broadhurst, to avoid 
the unpredictable behavior of Jeremiah during demonstrations, decided to actually turn the 
technology off during the presentation of the artwork to the audience. This example points 
to contradictions in the desire for truly performative technologies and it raises ethical 
questions on the right to intervene during the performer’s execution of his role onstage. 

Blue Bloodshot Flowers is useful for underlining how the notion of technological 
performance will be relevant for artworks created with second-generation interactive 
technologies and beyond. The more technologies generate unprogrammed or unpredicted 
behavior will inevitably draw stronger critical attention to what technological performance 
actually is and can be. Also for Broadhurst, the most important contribution of digital 
technologies to art practices is this kind of “enhancement and reconfiguration of an 
aesthetic creative potential which consists of the interaction and reaction with a physical 
body.”6 Agreeing with Broadhurst, I understand these insights and re-formulate them 
through my own concept of interperformance, developed in chapter five, where I 
concluded that the most important contribution of digital technologies to art practices is the 
reconsideration of the relationship between humans and technologies and the new kinds 
of questions that it raises from the perspective of the posthuman paradigm.
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In sum, Blue Bloodshot Flowers allows to extend the work I have done in this thesis: 
theorizing technological performance and interperformance for staged digital dance 
created with first-generation interactive technology not only fills a gap in the theory of 
digital dance of this moment but also can contribute to the conceptualization of later digital 
dance practices, including those created with second-generation interactive technologies. 
Let us think of Blue Bloodshot Flowers as a kind of artificially intelligent apposite to Merce 
Cunningham’s acclaimed Biped (1999), which was the starting point in the introduction of 
this thesis. I chose Biped because of its renowned critical acclaim – the way in which it 
negotiated the interactive motion capture technologies of the period to a new aesthetics of 
dance. I took dance researcher Kent DeSpain’s article as key to identifying the questions 
raised by Biped within dance discourse whether it is possible for the audience to be 
affected by virtual dancers (created by motion-capture technologies) portrayed in its 
choreography and whether it is possible to consider such a new meaning or category of 
performer. Of course DeSpain’s thinking, I have noted, remained binary in its divisions of 
human/technology, actual/virtual and  have been much less concerned with policing the 
borders of the human than of embracing non-human performance here. 

Developing and reframing this notion of performance technology, and by addressing 
my case studies in terms of interperformance, I have captured new ways of thinking about 
digital dance as a type of choreography in which different performing elements  
ontologically different performing entities interact. Applying my own concepts of 
technological performance and interperformance to other types of digital dance practices 
beyond staged digital dance practices created with first generation interactive 
technologies, such as I have done in this conclusion to Blue Bloodshot Flowers, I have 
shown how my theoretical insights and tools can be applied to emerging next generation 
of digital dance performances. It is in this respect that the examination of the notion of 
interperformance and the positioning of staged digital dance within the posthuman 
paradigm in this thesis provide innovative perspectives for the understanding of digital 
dance as a whole, in so far as human-technology encounters are concerned.
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