Towards an Uncodified Vocabulary:
Movements in liquid blackness

Gathering Wild Dance Company performs Heart of Paim, choreographed by Jarylann Warner

Before the first liquid blackness Symposium, | was able to interview
choreographer Jerylann Warner about the dance piece she put together for
the opening night program. She explained the process of

choreographing the dance that the Gathering Wild Dance Company would
perform, and when | asked how she introduced the concept of “liquid

blackness” to the performers, she answered that she moved from the
“literal to the abstract.” She underscored the importance of the music
speaking to the dancers, a tenant that the troupe unanimously agreed with.
This perspective is a highly unusual one because it is a reversal of the
ways “liquid blackness” has most commonly been approached from an
academic standpoint: as academics and students we tend to lead with the
abstract, the conceptual. In my own writing and research, I'm guilty at
times of failing to reconcile theory with the material present. The choice to
include dance at the liquid blackness Symposium enabled a concrete
envisioning of movement from the literal to the abstract. Certainly,
performance art resists the impetus to hover just above the physical and
instead collapses the two in compelling ways.

The structure of the opening night of the Symposium capitalized on these
tensions. In focusing specifically on the dance performances

presented at the Mammal Gallery reception (two live performances and a
short film), it's my contention that the night was, ultimately, about
movement, crossing boundaries and moving between registers and
through embodied modulation. In his study of Grace Jones's video
Corporate Cannibal, Steven Shaviro describes the modulations of Jones's
imaged body as: “Schematic and implosive rather than free-floating and
expansive [...] There is no proliferation of meanings, but rather a capture of
all meanings.” Where modern dance appears more free-flowing than the
notoriously strict ballet—just as experimental and short video appears
more open-ended than narrative film—I'd like to frame the two kinds of
work offered at the reception in terms of Shaviro’s description of
something that entails more than just open-endedness and ambiguity. By
all accounts, most art forms harbor the potential of loosing what remains
restricted and it's also true that the scholarly aims of initiatives like liquid
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blackness work to do the same. Although the Symposium was invested in
particular kinds of art and their specific theoretical underpinnings, the very
form of the Symposium resisted a limited approach. We were then faced
with the possibility to experience the capture and collapse of multiple
conflicting meanings instead of indulging the desire to chase down
defined meanings or generalized definitions.

The friction caused between different modes of viewing is a place that |
think bears further scrutiny. The reception opened with a short film by
Bubba Carr, titled Flo, and was promptly followed first by soloist, Indya
Childs performing an excerpt from Post Up choreographed by T. Lang, and
concluded by the Gathering Wild Dance Company performing Heart of
Palm choreographed by Jerylann Warner. Thus our mode of spectatorship
fluctuated between the funneling of our collective omniscient gaze,
uncbstructed and directed at an accessible screen, to two different
configurations of dancers that fell in and out of individual fields of vision.
Though the pieces were unconnected and conceived apart from each
other, their tenuous relationship reflected more than thematic relevance
but also an impulse towards a resistance to representation. Jerylann
Warner explained her proclivity to employ modern dance, asserting that
the form “doesn’t have to stick to a codified vocabulary.” Viewing all three
of the pieces framed by “liquid blackness,” it's undeniable that they share
this same position.

bearr[works|'s Flo, was projected on an overhead screen and became a
collective focal point. Bodies moved sensuously, dripping with unknown
liquids; figures were superimposed atop one another and the movements
were lyrical, stylistic, and utterly exposed. Viewing practice, here, reflected
content and rewarded the desire to see and fetishize physical bodies. Our
relationship with the content was problematized by the flatness of the
medium, encouraging haptic encounters with the on-screen bodies that
were both intimate and distanced at the same time. In her piece, "Video

Haptics and Erotics,” Laura Marks writes:
The term haptic visuality emphasizes the viewer's inclination to perceive
haptically, but a work itself may offer haptic images. Haptic images do not invite
identification with a figure so much as a bodily relationship between the viewer
and the image.?

Marks goes on to suggest that it is the shallowness of video and the desire
for “a multisensory experience” that speaks to a “dissatisfaction with the
limits of visuality.” Reading the short film as an invitation towards
identification forecloses the potential trajectory that Fla sets into motion.
We long to see more, even from our choice vantage points; even while the
film immerses us in flesh, it's not enough to satisfy. We might read this

Inddya Childts performs Fost Lp — an excerpt, choreographed by TLang Dance



in terms of Alessandra Raengo's discussion of the idea of pornotopia in
which, she writes, “any one molecule is susceptible to be both the object
and subject of desire.”* Carr's work speaks simultaneously to desire and
lack even as it visualizes Raengo's explanation of "liquid blackness” as
viscous, dense, and liquid.® It also forces the viewer to separate the two
(the object and subject of desire) and experience them disjointedly and
literally as liquid on physical bodies, mediated by a camera and further
distanced by our comfortable viewing position.

Following the film, audience members shuffled forward to crowd a ground
level stage while Indya Childs performed a solo. The dancer

fluctuated between altitudes, at times center stage, standing upright and
other times stage right or left, at ground |level. This modulation between
stances and her propensity to drop out of sight caused an obvious
physical response in the audience and we collectively picked up aspects of 7 5
modern dance as well, shifting our weight, engaging out kinesthetic Gathering Wild Dance Company performs Heart of Palm, choreographed by Jerylann Warner
memory. The desire to see was physically articulated in the shifting crowd  We might turn to Jose Gil's discussion of modern dance in his piece “The
and the restricted visual access. The visceral reactions caused by a single Dancer’s Body" to tease out the potential of suppressing (even if only for

dancer, standing close enough to touch, not on a platform, created a a moment) the desire to consume bodies that self-represent:
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most d!stmcllve was not her obvious skill and technique or even tlhe more sell-rapressntation, Something that rasists, prior to representation. In taking & bow, &
recognizable aspects of modern dance as a genre but the aesthetics of her body is representing a body taking a bow, but the representing body never fully coincides
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between the two? Why differentiate between a jeté and a breath? Why nor ing to the blind zone of their imbrication. What
distinguish a contraction from a sharp breath? holds back is also what triggers the expressive or mimetic image. It is the body virtual.*







