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Material is a new magazine 
published twice a year by 
Siobhan Davies Dance. It 
aims to present and nurture 
critical dialogue around 
dance, choreography and 
contemporary artistic 
practices. Each issue 
emerges from the Siobhan 
Davies Dance programme.  

Siobhan Davies Dance is 
an artist-led organisation 
for today's dance and 
choreography. We connect 
artists and audiences 
through investigative, 
collaborative and 
interdisciplinary artistic 
activity at our South London 
studios and beyond. 
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This second edition of Material concerns itself 
with in/visibility in contemporary artistic practice, 
especially dance. It consists of Movements – 
commissioned texts that hinge around a particular 
idea or concept, and Gestures – other interventions 
that offer a space for pause or a shift in direction.

The theme of Material no. 2 emerged from Matters 
Arising: What is visible?, a discussion event hosted 
by Siobhan Davies Dance and Independent 
Dance (ID) in April 2019. The event asked what it 
means for a dance artist and their practice to be 
visible, what kinds of relations to organisations 
and audiences are implicated in these processes, 
what remains invisible, and why. Stemming from 
these questions and the ensuing discussions, 
this issue probes the borders between visibility 
and invisibility in dance: in its poetics, processes, 
relations architectures and organisations. What 
does in/visibility offer as a way of unthinking 
dance, of exploring the various structures that 
make bodies matter, and matter appear? 

This theme was devised in dialogue with feminist 
collective Something Other (SO), who also raise 
some questions at the back of the magazine. 
In response to feedback from the first edition, 
we sought together to bring a more critical 
perspective to the magazine and support in-
depth and varied contributions from writers. 

The contributions for Material no. 2 are drawn 
from artists associated with Siobhan Davies 
Dance and its programme, and with its partner 
organisation, ID. Each responded to the invitation 
in the format of their choosing. Some of the 
relationships between organisation and artist 
are long and detailed, others more recent. Their 
writing often reflects, directly or indirectly, aspects 
of their association with the organisation. The 
magazine thus surfaces complex dynamics SDD 
is currently negotiating within and without. 

Many of the contributions explore relations 
to invisibility, power and resistance to power. 
CONTINUOUS Commission artist Zinzi Minott 
carves out space inside the magazine. Elyssa 
Livergant describes the invisible labour involved 
in becoming an ‘entrepreneur of the self’, in 
an extract from her 2017 talk for ID’s Crossing 
Borders discussion series. Shivaangee Agrawal 
of SDD’s Young Artist Collective writes of how, 
as a practitioner of Bharatanatyam, her practice 
is understood as a minority interest, and she 
is required to become palatable to a majority 
culture. And Alexandrina Hemsley roams the 
terrain between internalised silencing and a 
community’s need for accountability - valuing 
solidarity alongside her outrage with the term 

‘For Each Of Us.’

In/visibility is also explored, here, in relation 
to time and duration. 2018-19 SDD Torchlight 
Artist Katye Coe articulates the experience and 
politics of companionship inside a long term 
performance collaboration, whilst Siobhan 
Davies describes networks of potential memory 
and meaning; how the past may move into 
the future. In another movement towards the 
future, Laura Burns anticipates Lucy Suggate’s 
upcoming CONTINUOUS Commission 
for Siobhan Davies Dance and BALTIC in a 
conversation piece that works with poetry and 
form, moving in and around questions of labour. 
Another conversation occupies the magazine’s 
middle pages, written and designed by 2019-
20 SDD Torchlight Artist Last Yearz Interesting 
Negro (Jamila Johnson-Small) with artist Giorgia 
Ohanesian Nardin.

Material is a new magazine published twice a year 
by Siobhan Davies Dance. We are grateful to all 
the thinkers and makers who have contributed 
so thoughtfully and candidly to this issue, and to 
those who have supported it. 

TO THE READER
Movements and Gestures  
on the borders of the visible.

MATERIAL 
no. 2, Autumn  –  
Winter 2019 
IN/VISIBILITY
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I am a practitioner of a dance form that not 
many white people have heard of, let alone are 
able to pronounce, so half the conversations I 
have are reduced to me trying to explain what 
I do. These conversations inaccurately render 
Bharatanatyam a minority practice, and me 
a minority artist, trying endlessly to relate 
what I do to an elusive notion of ‘mainstream 
dance’. There are thousands of dancers in the 
UK practising Bharatanatyam; they do so in 
dance academies tucked away in residential 
neighbourhoods, large temple halls, small living 
rooms converted into makeshift studios. They’re 
not booking studios at The Place, or sharing work 
at Siobhan Davies Dance, or indeed applying for 
funding from the Arts Council. These dancers 
sit outside of the specific infrastructure of white 
contemporary dance, and they are made invisible 
and minoritarian as a result. 

I usually explain: Bharatanatyam is a classical form, 
just like ballet, in that there are strict aesthetic 
codes and technical rules which take years to 
master. It has a formal technique that is strongly 
linked to body design [I hold up natyarambhe] and 
certain geometries [I demonstrate an adavu]; the 
grounded demi-plie [I lower into araimandi] and 
rhythmic footwork play an important role. This 
is not what Bharatanatyam is to me. This is how 
I make Bharatanatyam relatable for the British 
contemporary dancer. I choose dance terminology 
that will give Bharatanatyam its best chance 
at being accepted, included and not othered. I 
choose to not spend those few minutes speaking 
about the centrality of emotion, of narrative, charm, 

facial expressions, eyes, mythology, costuming 
and love stories; these elements are unpalatable 
to contemporary dance, and as a minority artist, I 
am trying to achieve visibility. 

I infiltrate mainstream dance infrastructure in 
order to find this visibility. But when I book a 
studio at a contemporary dance building, the 
ceiling wobbles a little bit with all my ‘stamping’. 
It’s noisy; there’s none of that slidy, releasy, socked, 
light footwork that these studios invite. People 
come and peer in to see what all the chaos is, 
and I have to work against the strong impulse to 
dissolve my footwork. The attempt to be palatable 
is a narrative that speaks of minority experience 
far beyond the dance world. Immigrants are 
more palatable when they’re integrated, Muslims 
are more palatable when they’re liberal, black 
women are more palatable when they’re not angry, 
women are more palatable when they’re passive. 
Palatability speaks more of majority culture than 
it does of minorities; it reveals more about the 
palettes themselves than what is being sampled. 
Despite the value-neutral identity that the UK 
contemporary dance scene continues to claim, 
the hierarchies that define high art from low art 
are far from extinct. 

Bharatanatyam seems more palatable when 
dressed down, presented in clever ensemble 
choreographies, when formal and abstract and 
virtuosic. I see these trends emerge, proliferated 
when awarded a sense of palatability. I am 
complicit in some part of this and I find it 
difficult to understand how not to be. Often, it’s 
unclear to me where certain parts of my own 
palette originated; whether they were born from 
a desire for validation from white audiences, or 
whether they arise from inherently personal 
aesthetics. Recently, I’ve joined forces with 
five other noisy, stampy, gesturing, storytelling, 
emotive Indian-classical dancers to form a 
collective. By surrounding myself with others 
from the same tribe, I don’t have to spend so 
much energy explaining what I do or trying 
to untangle my palette from those that are 
imposed on me. We can dance without diluting, 
corrupting, exaggerating, disguising, reducing or 
compromising what we do. It’s just one way out 
of this riddle, but it’s one step closer to becoming 
happily unpalatable. 

Top photo: Simon Richardson 
Bottom left photo: June Essex 
Bottom right photo: Gorm Ashurst

VISIBLY  
UNPALATABLE
Shivaangee Agrawal, a member of  
SDD's Young Artist Collective, writes  
about her experiences of being  
visible as a Bharatanatyam dancer.

MOVEMENT
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A SITE FOR  
UNFIXING
Laura Burns anticipates Lucy Suggate  
and collaborators' Spirit Compass:  
Where there is movement there is change,  
a CONTINUOUS Commission with  
BALTIC and Siobhan Davies Dance. 

This piece is drawn from a conversation between Laura and Lucy.  
Text in italics suggests Lucy’s voice, as remembered by Laura. 

 
 
The work might be a culminating of threads, a gathering up of a critical mass, a communal 
embodiment, it might be a response to the question What Can be Done? Yet the drag beneath 
the crest of the wave is not an answer or its finality, but a relentless dedication to staying with the 
trouble  -

The contradiction and complexity you learn to metabolise in dance seem to contain the possibility 
for staying with and spilling over all at once: for bodies to be grounded in a practice, acclimatising, 
with space to rest, a remedy  //  an antidote; simultaneously asking how the body can be agitated and 
agitating, even when it might not be able to stand in central London in protest, or even if that sphere 
of resistance has also been co-opted

								        we are always ready to go  - 

Lucy describes an everyday transcendentalism experienced through reaching heightened states of 
consciousness in daily practice not saving myself for public or for an audience. Already the linearity 
between rehearsal and performance is interrupted through this practice of abundance, so that when 
Lucy speaks about the work as a porous site it feels continuous with the ongoing labour. I imagine 
the site as an island and a temple, a space that has an ability to unfix things, for bodies to gather there 
... unfixing the binaries that are such a stranglehold on process, living, moving, shifting, changing -

a kind of weather, you can absorb 

		  maybe like how people listen to jazz, 	   or experimental music

	 people go and sit down and they take the permission    

				    to close their eyes                                            and drift off

to get lost in the environment, 

			   if we apply that to watching moving bodies    - 

Is it important that this spirit labour is witnessed? 

We speak about shifting the conventions of spectatorship that scrutinise the body, a tradition of 
form believing itself detachable from context. What feels present in Lucy’s invoking of states and 
atmospheres as in her practicing the ethics of production, is an attendance to the conditions 
of emergence: composing through the practice in the moment of performance, and asking how 
to find another way of making work that can deal with the complex ever changing context or idea 
of multiplicity? The question asks for a sustainable model for performers’ labour and living, as 
much as how to provide the conditions for the nonhuman, the non-rational, the expanded version 
of ourselves to emerge – the co-existing containers of practicality and magic necessary for things to 
enter and things to leave. 
 

Photos p.6-9: Lydia Hartshorn
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FOR EACH OF US; 
GAPS BETWEEN  
PROFESSIONAL  
ADVOCACY AND  
PRIVATE EXPERIENCE
Alexandrina Hemsley roams the terrain between internalised silencing  
and a community’s need for accountability - valuing solidarity alongside  
her outrage with the term ‘For Each Of Us’ 

Invisible disabilities feel like they oscillate between the potential agency of being unseen and the 
painful realisations of being unseen. This flickering in how we present or relate to our surroundings 
can give more choice over disclosing our conditions - not everyone immediately knows and there 
is a protective privacy in that. On days where there aren’t physical manifestations of my health 
conditions, I am afforded a degree of choice in choosing when/how to identify. But being unseen 
can also feed shame and the ability to hide/disregard ourselves. These tumultuous contradictions 
are currently eroding the sustainability of my arts practice.

For each of us who show up

For each of us who refuse

For each of us working

For each of us unable to work

I have been trying to suppress my disabilities and unsurprisingly, failing. Like many others, I often shrink 
the reality of my disabilities. I worry that if I’m having a good day or am in high spirits, someone might 
come away from an encounter with me thinking, ‘Well, they are fine’. This fear can be particularly awkward 
if I have asked them (a dance institution facing very real cuts to their annual budgets) for access support. 

Some days, I am embarrassed to identify as disabled and don’t know if I am allowed to identify as 
disabled. This makes aspects of me so uncomfortable because its an internalised conditioning 
around what society suggests living with disabilities is like; hard and undesirable. And I would say 
yes, it is hard. Hard but not shameful.

For each of us speaking up

For each of us wrestling with our own tongues

For each of us tending to our wounds in silence

For each of us dealing with our trauma through noise

For each of us who have had to change friendship groups

For each of us who find going into institutions a buzzkill

I try too often to chameleon my way out of my own health needs but my body knows. Often shouting 
loudly with an ‘I told you so’ fatigue. Or, ‘You stayed standing through a conversation when you 
needed to sit down so now...oblivion’. Or, my personal favourite, ‘You overcommitted your time/
energy/distance you could travel and so welcome to two hours of apocalypse’.  

My apocalypses are often in private and reveal the gaps between my professional advocacy and 
personal life. They slice through my body and its surroundings. At times I have integrity in my 
actions and at other times, the shaming and overlapping experiences of racism, misogyny, abuse 
and ableism, crumple my skin like paper.

I experience dancing, choreographing and writing as a balancing act of making visible multiple 
positions. There is potential within these creative acts to carve out a place where I can vocalise 
experiences by speaking on my own terms rather than have the words bubble up (sometimes softly, 
sometimes angrily) but perpetually caught between tongue and lips. Mouth shut. Sometimes 
stunned shut. Sometimes stunned open. 

At one point, the concerns of my creative practice could be characterised as white cis able bodied 
men and women turning and walking away from me while I was speaking to them about systematic 
oppression. Or asking to touch my hair. Or just touching anywhere. 

For each of us who have had to withdraw in one way or another  
from an arts organisation or activity because of previous harm

For each of us whose bodies have been critiqued

For each of us who still show up to work, knowing that we face or  
have faced racism, ableism, sexual harassment and/or assault by  

those in the same room and/or building

For each of us who reply to emails from organisations who know 
about instances of racism, ableism, sexual harassment and abuse but 

still promote ['the' or 'art'] work[s] made by the perpetrators

For each of us who apply to funding bodies who also fund and support 
perpetrators of racism, ableism, sexual harassment and abuse

For each of us who did not move out of the city where our experiences 
of these violences took place

For each of us who did move out of the city where our experiences  
of these violences took place

MOVEMENT
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Courage and advocacy are hard to hold onto when being dismissed is so visceral. It feels like it 
takes both a lifetime and an instant for the modes of dismissal to become internalised. Suddenly, 
I have nothing to say.

I still catch myself tidying my experiences up. In my intro statement for my recent guest editorship 
with Disability Arts Online, I wrote, ‘the past seven years have been a time of coming to terms 
with and articulating my hidden disabilities and their impact on my arts practice’. A few days 
later I thought to myself, ‘Where did the number seven come from?’ It isn’t true. I had made my 
experiences more palatable. I had minimised their presence in my life and the space they have 
taken up.. I had engaged in an internalised marginalisation of my own reality.. 

For each of us trying to balance a community’s accountability  
and responsibility with our own complicity

I couldn’t face that I’d experienced body dysmorphia symptoms and depression since the age 
of eleven. Going to a school in the English countryside where I was one of two people of colour 
certainly compounded this. In my adult life, various other diagnoses have haunted me. So, 22 
years and counting is the reality of my experience of invisible disabilities and the marginalisation 
which follows. 

I’m still here but not as I was. I’ve been trying to bend into the shape of work. Trying to be ok 
with the way dance disguises its problems around inclusion often, through a misplaced sense of 
neutrality and liberal politics. Instead of frank conversations and change, marginalised artists 
and survivors of abuses often encounter oppressive, opaque power dynamics, bureaucracy and an 
appetite for the work/products to have marketable, sexy politics, without any collaborative holding 
and working to undo the politics embedded in the creative process/at the pre-show bars/ in job and 
funding applications. 

As I write, my bones are tired of forming language. One is so often caught trying to describe and 
justify experiences and encountering the confines of language’s ability to do so. Thirty minutes 
before drafting this I was in in bed because of physical pain, feeling like I’ve wasted time, fed up 
of my unstable income and my invisible, inconsistent and unpredictable symptoms. I put my 
notebook down - thank goodness! I came back to writing this article two weeks later. Slow time can 
work. Some employers are supportive. 

It can be excruciating to have a conversation about an arts project - advocating for myself and often 
others’ creative practices -  while my mind is rapidly clawing at all the versions of myself who dared 
to get out of bed. My health vulnerabilities give me powerful insights. They can also be  child-like 
and hurt. In holding them I hold the contradictions of championing embodied knowledge, politics 
and expression while all embodied knowledge whirlwinds against me. 

And so as I collect and ride my fragments, I turn to dance and I turn to writing. 

 
 
 
 

This article is reproduced with kind permission of www.disabilityarts.online –  
originally commissioned as part of a guest editorship with choreographer,  
dancer and writer Alexandrina Hemsley

Alexandrina Hemsley performing CONTOUR (2018) in collaboration with composer  
Jasmin Rodgman and The London Symphony Orchestra. Photo: Richard Moore
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This contribution addresses challenges artists face in the maintenance of a visible profile, and in fulfilling 
their role within the labour chain of marketing that organisations require of them, while resources are 
scarce and survival is precarious. We re-produce an excerpt from ‘A Common Sense: Workshops and the 
Independent Sector’, a talk given by Elyssa Livergant in Crossing Borders 2017, in which she considers 
the support systems in London’s independent sector. Elyssa invites us to consider how these challenges 
artists—and other workers living in the city—face could engender solidarities across sectors. 

Elyssa Livergant:
I work in the ‘new work’ sector and have done so, in a variety of roles, for almost 25 years. I use the 
term ‘new work’ to denote a collection of practices that cut across and challenge conceptions of dance, 
performance, visual art and theatre. I also use the term because it is productive on a theoretical level, 
highlighting wider contemporary shifts in post-Fordist labour practices as one aspect of a radical recasting 
of the relations between state, capital and social control.  My participation in the sector is from a place of 
privilege, as a pseudo-professional white woman with a PhD who has grown up with economic advantage.  

As the cost of living in London continues to rise while access to decently paid work continues to 
diminish, I feel deep anxiety about how to survive in this city and have a life that I value – one not 
tied to accumulating wealth but content with gathering together enough so that I can eat, pay rent, 
make beautiful things with people and re-imagine social relations as efforts that might undo capitalist 
production. However, the rhetoric of survival in the independent sector needs to be rethought, moving 
away from framing artists and arts organisations as a ‘special’ category, and encouraging solidarity across 
a range of marginalised people who continue to have their common means of survival expropriated 
through capitalist urban transformation. Doing so means addressing the contradictory aspects of 
working in the arts and the broader cultural sector, where associations of freedom and communality 
rub against conditions of self and institutional exploitation that promote and demand individualised 
narratives of self-hood. 

KEEPING UP APPEARANCES: 
LABOUR AND EXCHANGE
Independent Dance (ID) has been invited again to contribute to Material. For ID this is  
an opportunity to discuss in/visibility in the sector, and to maintain its own visibility as  
a partner of Siobhan Davies Dance.

I present the following example to further implicate myself in these considerations.  

After being invited to speak at Crossing Borders, and agreeing to my freelance fee of £100, I got an email 
from Ella, who works for ID, asking for a few materials to support my talk. These included:

•	 Copy describing the talk 
•	 2-3 high res images to illustrate the talk
•	 1 high res headshot

The last time I had a head shot was 2001, when I was working as an actor in Toronto.  Anxious at how 
I should address ID’s request I call my friend Lorna, who is an excellent photographer.  On the phone, 
she tells me how busy she is. She barely has time to breathe.  She’s about to move out of the inhospitably 
cramped garage turned newly renovated flat she shares in Ladywell. She moved there a year earlier after 
being pushed out of the house near Peckham where she had lived for over a decade. Supposedly the 
Peckham landlord wanted to move back; unsurprisingly, once Lorna moved out that house went back 
on the market a thousand pounds dearer with nothing but a quick paint job.

Lorna and I talk about exhaustion and anxiety. In her late 30’s and having just finished an MA in 
graphic design she doesn’t have enough work and isn’t sure where she’s going to live next. She keeps 
taking work that doesn’t pay well enough, and doing favours. She feels the pressure to stay visible; to 
stay connected.

I explain that I need a favour, a head shot, because I’m being asked to make myself visible. And I need 
visibility that’s going to help me on the labour market. I’m 44, a self-employed artist and cultural worker, 
and on a part-time contract at Queen Mary University. I’ve spent that last four years volunteering on a 
long-term project - an independent community arts and activist space in Limehouse. I’m a renter and 
living just above the poverty line. 

Even though Lorna is overwhelmed and about to move she offers to help. When I arrive, I help her shoot 
her MA portfolio so she can put it on her website. She then runs around the house trying to get the light 
right for my photoshoot. I am grateful for her help while simultaneously feeling resentful about the 
amount of time and energy we’re both putting into making myself visible for the market. 

We first try doing something a bit tongue and cheek. Like Holly from the late 1980s British television 
show Red Dwarf - a floating head of artificial intelligence on a screen.  Later that night, I show the picture 
to my flatmate Myka. I think it’s funny. It’s a ‘head’ shot. She asks me to consider if I’m playing a game 
or playing the game.  I choose the back-up photo we took instead. I feel a bit dirty.

In mobilising my friendship with Lorna, I approached the headshot task as an investor caring for a 
brand that might produce dividends in the future, based on its appearance in the present. And yet, this 
investment in my entrepreneurial self is just a mask for a wage relation: an expression not only of mine 
and Lorna’s conditions as workers, but also of the vast growth of those insecurely and ‘entrepreneurially’ 
employed..  What game are we playing at when underemployment, crappy jobs and dispossession of 
access to the means of survival continue to increase?

‘New work’ labour markets rely on deep micro-political entanglements of social and labour relations, 
while simultaneously demanding disassociation from the realities of our shared material conditions 
and their common transformation. It is difficult to resist the intense pressure to demonstrate one’s value 
in speculative markets in the face of austerity, wage stagnation and increased costs of living in London. 
And yet, it is this very pressure that precludes political considerations and concerns around the labour-
capital relations that underpin the independent sector, considerations which are key to addressing the 
scarcity that many artists, arts organisations and wider communities in the city face. 

You can listen to Elyssa Livergant’s full talk via http://www.independentdance.co.uk/programmepage/media/audio 
Photos: Lorna Allen

GESTURE
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I want to write a long text about needing fewer words around me, whilst needing  fewer words around me. I enjoy the contradiction, the conflict.

You told me that your heart was feeling heavy, that you were feeling like you had  thrown your love around. I didn’t ask you then, whether you felt as though

you had thrown your love around and it had randomly hit me? Reading that I felt as though I had failed you by not catching it, not having held it/you. And also that 

you maybe actually didn’t give a shit about me beyond the moment/s.       So many  potential failures like the game of not stepping on the cracks that I might

drive myself crazy ‘playing’ as a kid. I walked by a woman today, she had a sign and  a headset and was a Christian evangelist - I remember her speckled calves and  

her sandals most clearly, it’s a lot to stand on the spot all day - she said, when people  didn’t take her flyers, she said, “Don’t worry, there’s lots of room in Hell”.

I have to give back all names.

What are you saying? I wonder how it feels to read this , to read me? I want you to. I like this opening. I am thinking about your hands gesticulating as you talk, I 

am thinking about the way you feel vibrations. I think you are a magical person. Tell me about the pendulum?

I understand that to feel love I need to feel anger

That vibration

On the plane: someone stands up from their seat, comes over to the person sitting  next to me, wakes them up, pauses and says “oh sorry, I thought you were my 

girlfriend.” I laugh so hard. It makes me think of recognizing love, where it’s held  in the body, also something mythological, and I want to tell you right away.

I think about you often. In this you there is our shared kink for articulation, something like “I think our ability to talk to each other about our feelings so much is 

what is going to save us. ” It’s also (part of) what makes me want you like was ashamed/scared of that energy. Instant censorship in the form of a question. It’s that 

weighing/comparing thing again. Will you still be there after I show you everything? Does desire

I am thinking about the pauses you take before responding to something and the  energy that is there, your laugh and how you ask me what I’m thinking about. 

How does this feel now?
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love letters between  
a vow and a manifesto

giorgia ohanesian nardin 
last yearz interesting negro
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PRACTISING IN  
PERFORMING… 
AN AFTERMATH  
AND A FRIENDSHIP 
Katye Coe (2018-19 Torchlight Artist) on the long term  
collaborations that are part of the work Singular by Joe Moran. 

21

We are practising the possibility of a single consciousness, embodied in two forms. 

I have been performing a choreography called Singular for the last eight years and it’s the longest 
that I’ve returned intermittently to perform a work. I perform the work with Hilary Stainsby, and 
I’ve always performed it with her. Joe Moran, the choreographer who devised and directs Singular, 
cast Hilary and I together and I’m pretty sure I will never perform it with anyone else.

The work is a choreography that includes a written score that Joe devised and continues to  develop 
and to operate with us in rehearsal and performance. My experience is that he authors and realises 
Singular as a physical, philosophical and political experience;  a choreographic circumstance.  

I am writing this in the immediate aftermath of performing this work. 

The performance of Singular is a practice, and this is important because it isn’t a piece of work that 
has a start and a finish, or a solution. The liveness of a body in performing a practice is essentially 
different to that of performing a completed work. That’s not a qualitatively comparative statement, 
but a recognition of a different sense of performing in each of those two situations. 

We don’t really get better at it. 
We get more tangled up in it. 
And the edges of the work in relation to us (you might call this our agency) are edges that change. 
I'm not sure whether it's through repetition or through the permission that comes with 8 years of 
doing something, but Hilary and I evolve in it.

When we first came to this score my daughter was 6, and Hilary’s youngest daughter was a new 
born. Now my daughter will soon turn 14.

The words that I write here are the experiences of a dancer. They are observations from performing. 
They are a list. They are about friendship and companionship, they are about change, about the 
closeness of people who dance together, about motherhood and life. 

I have been thinking about the operation of practise. 

Writing about these experiences comes with my deep recognition. It comes with gratitude. It comes with 
a head shaking, uprising sense about how time passes. Nothing here is revolutionary or radical, but in 
some way this writing wants to make real not just what happens in the activity of performing dancing, but 
also what relating means within the performance. How it alters and shapes what is felt by the performer. 

I think of people who work on conveyor belts. Of people who stand next to each other day after day, 
week after week. I wonder about the relationships which form in long encounters where labour 
meets friendship. I think about the corps de ballet. 

Hilary and I speak together. Reflections on performing are intermingled with speaking about our 
personal lives, our parenting, our other work situations, our place in the world, being women. 

I recognize that this conversation informs the performing, too. 
The negotiation of long durational work is accumulative.
The waves of experience get deeper as time goes on, and as days roll past.
There is no flatlining.
There is boredom and frustration, and feelings of pointlessness, and bliss, and more and more 

noticing of what being ’in it’ is, and what being’out of it’ feels like.

The perception that I have fallen out of the score is confusing, because mostly it happens when 
I try too hard to be in it.

MOVEMENT
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I am frequently surprised by the deep grooves of my, or maybe our, habits; by the material that 
keeps returning; by the responses that come from the environment we are dancing in; and the 
responses of those who come to see the work.

We are sometimes splayed on the floor in this work. 
Self censorship and self consciousness fight their way into my brain body and sometimes 
won’t get out of the way.
That makes me rage. 
We speak about this too. 

In performance we are dealing with ever changing circumstances.
Endless and relentless.

I can recall many responses that arrive from somewhere deep inside me right now, and erupt 
into my thinking as I write these words. 

Being watched by spectators becomes material and observation. I think of futility … of the idea 
that resistance is futile but essential.

I remember a lecture I once went to by Martin Hargreaves, on liminality and liminal spaces in 
performance. And suddenly I’m raking around in my mind to try and substantiate this memory, 
because this lecture came at a time when his words changed how I thought about the stuff of 
performance. 

I consider the freedom that comes from being in a performance for so long, and so often. 
I ask what freedom is? I think of dogs retrieving balls over and over again. They never stop 
wanting to do it.  

Dancing is labour … and it can uproot every assumption I have about the very nature of labour. 

This particular dancing feels like women’s work. 
The work of two women who are 20 years into their dancing days. 
It brings us precisely into each moment with a small crash. 
There is no way out. 
We practise this work to reveal our own glorious failure in it. 
We know we can’t get it right and so happily keep practising failure. 
We become experts in recognizing that we just can’t ‘get it’. 
And so we keep doing it. 

Like a really bad piece of writing.
Like a really bad meditation.

We sink and we soar in it.
Sometimes it feels completely and utterly mundane.

Sometimes it feels blissfully unknown. 

Sometimes in longer performances or shifts, I feel deep resistance, because I think I haven’t got 
any more concentration left.

I make comparisons: 
My legs are browner and more hairy than Hilary’s legs,
Hilary is more disciplined at warming up than I am, 
Hilary danced in a dance company for a long time and I performed in a theatre company for a long time,
Hilary’s legs go higher than mine,
(I perceive) Hilary is doing a better job of parenting than I am,
Hilary is married and I am not,
I am a single parent and Hilary is not,
I am freelance and Hilary is employed,
I have tattoos and Hilary does not.

I look a bit wilder on the outside than Hilary ...

I draw similarities:
we both only ever wear mascara … that’s all,
we both have girl children,
we each perceive the other as well organized and neither of us thinks that we are well organized 
we both think education is suffering massively in this country,
we both worry for our girl children’s futures,
neither of us ever wears shoes with high heels,
both of us long for the same clothes,
we both want huge political change, 
we are both feminists,

Hilary gives great advice and her advice means that I ask difficult questions of myself. 

I trust Hilary. 

I am alone in a studio writing this and I’m wondering how Hilary is. I’m not bereft like sometimes, 
but I am often lonely after a performance is over. 

 
With thanks to Joe Moran and Hilary Stainsby. This text was developed as  
part of Katye Coe’s year as a Torchlight Artist for Siobhan Davies Dance (2018-19) 
Photos: p.20-22 Singular by Joe Moran at Norwich Castle Museum and Art Gallery -  
dancers Katye Coe and Hilary Stainsby - photo: Fiona Burrage 
Photo: p.23 Singular by Joe Moran at Sadler's Wells- dancers Katye Coe and Hilary Stainsby - photo: Ian Gavan 
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I might think of my mother introducing me to cave art, which was one of her passions. I might 
think of the first time a woman or a man made an action and left the first marks on a cave wall and 
what those marks began. I think of the new air I choose to enter into and the air is an object which 
I shift with the movements that come to me at that moment and no other time. 

A first movement could also be the first movement of my baby granddaughter, and the hundreds of 
minute movements she does within every hour. She is moving to gain a hold on life. It is wondrous to 
see these new new actions which will accrue strength into her body, and to her purpose of becoming 
safer by standing up. One of the ways she will stand up is by going from crawling to crouching to 
standing. I think of this and I see glimpses of these moments in visual art – Rodin, or the photographic 
evidence of Muybridge, or Marey, or the wildness held in Francis Bacon’s drawings. I can bring them 
together into one moment: a child growing, an artist noticing the fineness of movement and the 
moment when a detail makes a difference; all this accrues to become far more than one expression 
at a singular point in time. 

How can I pinpoint these moments which reveal this potential, this library of knowledge we all 
have within us?

Transparencies is not a performance but a conversation – a process, and a sharing. People gather 
round the table and we talk. I discover that the un-orthodox kinships I find between images also rise 
other things in other people. We might need to place together a piece of weaving by Anni Albers, a 
photograph of a seed by Fox Talbot, a movement emerging out of the body … We are not having the same 
thoughts exactly, but we are making connections. In this way, I remove myself from the centre of the 
circumference. I find a co-ordinate that I might bounce on and from here, travel in almost any direction.

There is a choreographer called Deborah Hay. One of her advices is: what if all the cells we are made 
of are facing outward, all receiving and giving out information? She’s advising us, as dancers, to 
be fully receptive. At this juncture in my life, can I look at 360 degrees of archive? Of prediction, of 
memory – real and false – of relationships? Am I able to accrue that knowledge, and with that, move?  

Top photo: Video still from Future Recollections: Seeing It Through 
Bottom photo: Video capture from Transparencies event

TRANSPARENCIES
Siobhan Davies on memories, archives and the future. 

I have been evolving a memory finder. I call it Transparencies because it begins with images and 
texts I have collected and continue to collect, which are printed onto transparent paper. Each image 
wells up something in me, especially when I group a few together. A chosen family of images seems 
to un-bury a strand of thinking-doing within me. As I pull up the strand, I find other stuff attached 
to it. Relationships, conversations, glimpses of events, sensations. I can place one transparency 
over another, or part of one, and the combination triggers another reflection, or provokes a less 
orthodox response from me, and I am surprised. 

As I do this, I am in the process of choreographing my memories. And there is something else going 
on. I am, knowingly, making a new moment happen. What I have experienced in the past is invisible, 
so I am returning to what has already been altered, and altering it again. I am navigating memories 
knowing that my memory has changed. I find it’s a recognition of what we do as human beings. 

For many years I had made a decision not to go back to the past because it was exciting to be in the 
present, to find out what it felt like to be with movement in the present.

Now, I am at a juncture in my life when the future is likely to be very different. I am trying to bring 
back into my view the past – all that I might have kept at the periphery. Now I re-find it in its 
altered state. Improvisation occurs as I mix what has happened,what i have imagined, what i have 
constructed, what I might predict.  

A long time ago I made a work about trying to find the first movement of a dance. Could we find the 
first movement? And, from that movement, evolve the entire rest of the work? With Transparencies, 
I can revisit the premise of this dance by thinking about what might have been the first cells from 
which many of my interests evolved. 

MOVEMENT
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What does it mean to be seen?

What does it mean to remain unseen? 

What does it mean to be watching?

Where does it feel to be seen?

What does it change to be watching?

Where do you see what you see?

Who is there, and what 
else have they noticed?

Who gets to see? 

Who has appeared, 
and how did they get here? 

What has changed? 

What are you prepared to change?

What are you changing into?

How are your movements remembered?

How is being seen violent?  
How is it caring?

What is the difference between  
a costume and a disguise?

What is the difference between  
a memory and a performance?

What is the difference between  
hosting and being a guest?

When are you invisible  
and when are you un-seen?

When are you un-seen and  
when are you mis-recognised?

When are you mis-recognised  
and when are you under the radar?

When are you unwelcome?

Who do you make welcome?
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Thank you.
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