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Memory, Repetition and
Critical Intervention

The Politics of Historical Reference in Recent European Dance

Performance

]

Michel Foucault wrote that the body 1s ‘the
inscribed surface of events (traced by language and
dissolved by ideas)’, and that the task of genealogy

is to ‘expose a body totally impregnated by history

and the process of history’s destruction of the body’

(1977: 148). I'or dance scholars this is a tantalizing
idea in so far as theatre dance is primarily non-
verbal but traced by language and dissolved by
ideas. Foucault’s genealogical approach suggests
ways of exploring the interface between, on the one
hand, factors that are internal and specific to the
practices of theatre dance with their histories of
conventions and traditions, and, on the other hand,
the formation of embodied subjectivities through
social and psychological processes that, of course,
also have histories. It is by understanding this
interface that it becomes possible to identify some
of the parameters through which choreography and
performance can become sites of resistance to
normative regimes of discipline and control.
Because Foucault’s proposition concerns the body
and history, I am examining in this essay the possi-
bilities that it opens up through a discussion of
recent dance performances that have used, cited, or
reappropriated historical material for new purposes.
These can be divided into two groups: large-scale
productions that have adapted or updated a
canonical ballet, and smaller, more conceptually
oriented dances that have used issues concerning

history and memory in very different ways to

Ramsay Burt

challenge acsthetic norms and conventional notions
of authorship and originality. Judith Butler, in her
commentary on Foucault’s passage, has questioned
his assumption that the body exists as a blank sheet
prior to the moment of signification and form,

arguing instead that the body is actually produced by

the process of cultural inscription (1990a: 130-1).
Both Butler and Foucault would therefore have
disagreed with the expressive view of modern dance.
So whereas Martha Graham believed that the body
never lies, Butler has questioned whether it makes
sense to even conceive of the idea of an inner truth
that the body might express. Some of the dance
performances that I am considering have repudiated
such expressive ideologies as they have distanced
themselves from the practices and aesthetic
strategies of the now old-fashioned modern dance,

and it is these, I shall argue, that have opened up new

possibilities which challenge normative ideologies.
Whereas Foucault’s Nietzschean view of history

is deeply pessimistic, Gilles Deleuze has suggested

ways of interpreting it that allow for individual

agency:

History. according to Foucault, circumscribes us and sets
limits, it doesn't determine what we are, but what we're in
process of differing from, it doesn't fix our identity, but
disperses our essential otherness. . .. History, in short. is
what separates us from ourselves and what we have to go
through in order to think what we are.

(Deleuze 1995: 95)
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We need to recognize that dance performances are
produced through relentless processes of cultural
inscription, but that sometimes these may offer
opportunities for becoming aware of what is unique
and different within the present realization of a
production or of choreography when it is compared
with the past. This suggests the possibility of
evaluating the ways in which these dance perform-
ances have cited history, and determining to what
extent they have accepted the limits set by history
or used historical references to make sense of what
is new and different about the way dancing bodies
perform in the present. One of Foucault’s achieve-
ments was to make people aware of the power
relations that are at work within the institutions of
disciplinary socicty. This includes the learning of
dance techniques within schools and dance
companies in order to be able to perform theatre
dance. But Deleuze has also pointed out that
Foucault ‘was actually the first to say that we are

and
moving away from disciplinary societies. . .. We're

moving towards control societies that no longer
operate by confining people but through continu-
ous control and instant communication’ (1995:
174). The effect of this shift from discipline
towards control, a move that is particularly difficult
for traditional dance institutions, can be seen at
work within dance performances that use historical
material. It is figured within their imagery and
themes, but it can also be identified within under-
lying conceptual structures.

Ballet as a form does not lend itself to telling
stories, although most of the canonical 19th-
century ballets still in the repertoire of major ballet
companics at the start of the 21st century are
narrative works. Many of the old ballets that have
survived have successful musical scores that have
also been performed on the concert stage. A new
work that appropriates a popular score and a
familiar narrative from a canonical ballet may act as



a lure that attracts audiences into the theatre.
Citation of historical material in this case is
something exchanged between choreographer and
audience concerning shared memories — as if to say
‘I know you know this work, but what happens if
we look at it from this new point of view?’ Thus
Mark Morris’s The Hard Nut (1991) used
Tchaikovsky’s music for the Nutcracker to create a

variation on the original Hoffman story. Its Taltz of

the Snomflakes for example was not danced by a
female corps de ballet but by both men and women;
some dancers were on pointe regardless of gender,
and all scattered fistfuls of fake snow in counter-
point with climactic moments in Tchaikovsky’s
haunting waltz. The various Trockadero ballet
companies have performed a number of drag
versions of the classical canon that tread the tight-
rope between very careful, faithful productions and
the camp subversion of men in drag performing
female roles. Another similar group consists of
works that have focused on one particular aspect of
a canonical work such as class or sexuality. For
example Mats Ek’s Giselle (1982) and Matthew
Bourne’s Swan Lake (1995) have attempted to rein-
terpret an original ballet by questioning its univer-
salizing tendencies: what about the class differences
between Albrecht and Giselle, what if Prince
Siegfried’s ideal Swan was masculine? Angelin
Preljocaj’s Roméo et Juliette (1990) used Prokoviev’s
ballet score and took as its starting point the
audience’s familiarity with past versions of the
ballet and of Shakespeare’s play. The conflict
between the Montagues and Capulets was staged in
a futuristic dystopia inspired by Orwell’s novel
1984 and Gilliam’s film Brazil, while Juliet’s tra-
ditional old nurse was transformed into disconcert-
ingly voung, clone-like twins who shadow one
another m an uncanny way. In these and other
ways, such works have suggested that the tradition
on which the canon rests is no longer a living one
but a curious historical archive to be raided and
looted.

In some ways, these ballets seem to act in the
way Fredric Jameson has argued pastiche

functions in contemporary consumer society.

Jameson regretted what he saw as the rise of
pastiche as a form of imitation, characterizing this
as the wearing of a stylistic mask, speech in a dead
language, a neutral practice of mimicry (1985: 14).
Linking this phenomenon with the poststructural-
ist idea of the death of the subject, Jameson criti-
cized what he interpreted as ‘the necessary failure
of art and the aesthetic, the failure of the new, the
imprisonment in the past’ (1985: 115-16). Whereas
modernism articulated a critique of its socicety, the
use of pastiche, he argued ‘replicates or reproduces
— reinforces — the logic of consumer capitalism’
(125). One could also argue, contrary to Jameson,
that it is through perpetuating the myth of the new
— the aesthetic break with the past that pushes back
the boundaries of experience — that modernist art
represented the values of a society committed to
material progress and technological innovation.
Modernist art surely did both through an ambiva-
lence that could be simultaneously affirmative and

~Ballet class. Photo: Ramsay Burt
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critical. Bourne, Ek, Morris and Preljocaj’s ballets
were progressive in the way each claimed to break
with the past and with traditional, choreographed
material in order to create an entirely new concept.
In doing so they mostly also raised critical
questions about the present.

The French historian Pierre Nora has written
that: ‘Our very perception of history has, with
much help from the media, expanded enormously,
so that memory, once the legacy of what people
knew intimately, has been supplanted by the thin
film of current affairs’ (1996: 2). It is his thesis that
modern society consecrates what he calls liewx de
mémoire — sites of memory — to compensate for the
fact that social formations based on collective
memory no longer exist. The loss of spontaneous
memory, he has argued, leads to the creation of
archives and the fear of destroying anything so that
‘the realm of the memorable has expanded without
reason: we suffer from hypertrophy of memory,
which is inextricably intertwined with our sense of
memory’s loss and concomitant institutionalization’
(1996: 9). Instead of placing individuals in modern
socicty in a continuous relation with the past, this
institutionalized historiography creates a sensc of
discontinuity and fragmentation. Lieux de mémoire
arc thus both a symptom of a [oss of memory and
an attempt to regain a lost sense of wholeness and
coherence. Nora is describing a reactive use of
history, rather than one which, as Deleuze
suggested, indicates what has to be gone through in
order to discover what is new and unique about the
present. At issuc in both Nora and Jameson’s
arguments are the ways in which new mediatized
and pluralist practices run a danger of collusion
with the interests of capitalism in its current global-
ized phase. Capitalist industries have proved adept
at recuperating signs and forms of dissent, and
converting the threat of revolt into desirable, and
commercially profitable life styles and subversive
shopping. Products are marketed which seem to
offer promises of wholeness, completeness and
coherence that are focused to appeal to particular,
identified sets of desires and aspirations. To what
extent do dances, that raid the glutted and super-

fluous archives and image banks of cultural history,
reinforce an uncritical acceptance of capitalist
interests? I want to argue that, through an appreci-
ation of the role of embodied memory, it is possible
to avoid replicating the institutionalized effects of
modernity and globalization on history, and to
avoid colluding with its aspirational goals and
promises of the fulfilment of normative desires.
The intimacy with which dancers embody cultural
values and memories permits some radically inno-
vative dance pieces to become sites of resistance
against these normative and normalizing processes.

I1

Much European modern choreography during the
1980s claimed to be breaking entirely new ground.
But when one actually looked at the work itself] its
debts to previous modern dance in Europe and the
US could, of course, be identified. The generation
of ambitiously innovative dancers who started to
produce work in the mid to late 1990s, rather than
pretending their work was new and unprecedented,
have made a determined, conscious interrogation of
their debts to the past in order to find what was
new and different about the present (Cook 2001:
73). Two recent performances that have done this
are Jérome Bel's 7he Last Performance (2000) and
Affects/ Rework (2000), made by Martin Nachbar,
Tom Plischke and Alice Chauchat. Each proceeded
in very different ways. In The Last Performance the
dancers claimed to be the tennis star André Agassi,
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, and the dancer Susanne
Linke. For the latter, three dancers learnt a solo by
Linke from a videotape and one by one announced
that they were Susanne Linke and performed it.
Without any contact with one another and with no
attempt to develop a common movement style that
had any connection with Linke’s way of moving,
each version of the solo was entirely different. In
Affects/ Rework, Martin Nachbar danced in silence
three solos from Dore Hover’s cycle A/fectos
Humanos (1962—4) during a performance that also
includes a solo by Plischke, and the projection of a
digital film of the latter shaving, all announced by
Alice Chauchat. Unlike Bel’s dancers, Nachbar






