Report on the intensive „On watching and being watched“
taking place during ECITE I in Haslach 2006
(written by Christine Mauch, Maxine Saborowski)
“Burning issues”

For 2006, the organisers of ECITE in Haslach (Austria), Ingrid Hörlezeder and Sylvia Scheidl, proposed a new format for the meeting which added an additional part to the conference – ECITE I or “pre-ECITE”. This three-day slot of ECITE I was reserved for small workgroups meeting for research on burning issues. Sylvia and Ingrid invited all teachers who were interested in facilitating such an intensive to send in a proposal. The two of them would review, select, and coordinate the submissions. Those who wanted to participate in ECITE I could choose between four different subjects to work on.

We (Maxine Saborowski and Christine Mauch) had proposed to work “on watching and being watched”.

History and memories

Christine: In a BMC training session on the senses I realized that a large quantity of the visual information I`m consciously taking in are letters. Whenever my eyes perceive something written, I´ll try and decipher it. I become aware that I don`t give much focus e.g. to colours or textures unless it is possible to touch them like the wall of a house or fabric in a shop. To contemplate is a challenge. This led to a lucky period for my cat – I remember that I enjoyed seeing it eat fish, so in the weeks that followed, I treated it to several of those meals and sat close to watch.

Maxine: Once, during a workgroup project with Nancy Stark Smith, focused on performance and visibility of our practice, she introduced the idea that at any moment of practicing a long group improvisation, the UnderScore, you could (consciously) open your eyes and simply receive the visual information of what is in front of your eyes. Just as a piece of information. Then you might close your eyes again and continue what you are doing, being aware of something else or another sensation rather than the visual. I experienced for the first time very intensly how receptive and „unspecific“ and „just informative“ watching can be. In later phases of the dancing that day, remembering the earlier views, I realised that I can use these pictures as points of reference – for moving, for organising my sensations, and for creating a time-line and connections.

Christine: As part of a 2-week workshop with Lisa Nelson we visited an exhibition of Contemporary Art in one of the main museums in Brussels. In the entrance hall Lisa asked us to spend some time there to observe our own watching. The hall was quite crowded, with people queuing for audio guides and an installation filling the middle of the space. I sat on the stairs that led up to the actual showrooms and after a few minutes of excellent overview I realized that I was bored. I was not stimulated by what I saw, I could not feel a connection between me and the scenery, or between me and the information my visual sense provided. So I experimented with limiting my field of vision – by standing in front of a pillar that blocked my view almost completely so that only from the far corners of my eyes I could catch movement phenomenae, or by squatting next to a queue of people looking exclusively at their feet (later in the exhibition I recognized some familiar shoes), by choosing some stranger and keeping him for a while on one side of my visual field, so that my navigation in space and what I got to see was to some extent determined by his choices. After survival is granted the eyes are free in their choicemaking. Following the discovery on top of the stairs I started to offer my sense of vision more details, less overview, more textures.

Maxine: During a workshop with Daniel Lepkoff, I remember he was talking about how we can respond to perceptions like touch. Often he observed people just reacting instantly, almost nervously, to a touch a soon as the first layer of the nervous system receives the information. He suggested an alternative: What if you take the perception into the layer of your fluids and respond out of this communicative mode? With this question in my memory I developed an interest in a soft, receptive, touch-like vision. How can I enter a proprioceptive way of watching? How can I bring watching down from a “checking the surface-nervous system-sensory activity” to a proprioceptive, soft receptivity? An receptivity/activity that is hence not focussing, not searching for recognition? How does watching feel like when it is guided by the image of letting yourself be touched by what you see?

Christine: As a group of friends who have all studied extensively with Nancy Stark Smith we met for several days to practise the UnderScore together. Our research that time culminated in the proposal on the last day to have half of the group practising a full UnderScore for about one and a half hours while the other half is watching, and then to reverse roles. Something profound shifted in me during that experience. Watching was providing as satisfying stimuli as dancing/doing.

I tried to bring the idea of being responsible for your own choices about what you get to see when you are watching others dance into my teaching.

Coming from those different experiences and ideas on watching, we wrote the following proposal for ECITE I:

“On watching and being watched –

Exploring the relationship between watching and doing as a resource in the experience and the learning of Contact Improvisation.

Whereas especially in the teaching of beginners much focus is dedicated to the tactile and proprioceptive senses of the body, extending our awareness to the sense of vision can open to a wide field of possibilities. 

Here are some of our ideas and considerations on watching and being watched:

- Watching others move creates reference and connection between members of a group and builds a history to refer to.

- Bringing attention to the function and the physical substance of the eyes enhances the possibility to use that information as a source of inspiration in one’s own dancing and watching: It helps to stimulate awareness of the activity of the eyes in dancing, exploring and identifying what we do with our eyes when we dance.

- Watching – as receiving visual sensation – requires a sense of tuning one's attention and activity to staying alive while not moving: Both watcher and mover are active – in their choicemaking, in the pursuit of their interest, timing, etc.

- Learning to take responsibility for one’s experience in the activity of watching serves as a model for doing so also in the dancing. 

- Watching affects the quality of the activity that's being watched. How can we design the activity of watching in order to support the dancing? 

- Watching is one way to create feedback. How can we arrange and frame the process of giving feedback – through speaking, writing or moving?

The intention of the proposed work is to collect and sort different approaches and questions around the issue of watching and being watched through exploration and discussion.”
The days in Haslach

In Haslach we met with five other contact improvisation teachers for our workgroup: Alicia Grayson, Philipp Smith, Sharon Toker, Tinu Hettich, Ville Johannson. We had two and a half days to work together, with two sessions of around three hours each day. The two of us prepared the first sessions and helped to facilitate the working process, but it was clearly not a workshop situation.

We suggested to start every session with the same simple practice for the eyes: First “palming”, which means to rub your hands against each other to create warmth and then to cup your closed eyes with them. This aims to enable the eyes to relax through the warmth radiating out from the palms of your hands.

Alicia: “We began each day with rubbing the hands to create warmth and cupping the eyes with the hands. In doing this I was reminded of how much relaxing the eyes relaxes the mind. I notice how when I hold on to an idea or try to make something happen in the dance my eyes correspondingly harden.”

The second part of this every-day practice were movements of the eyeballs, like little pliés and stretches for the muscles of the eyes: With the head being stable you roll your eyeballs in a continuous movement as far as you can from left to right and back again, then from up to down and back, along the two diagonals and then around the circle in each direction. You do this first with closed eyes and then with open eyes. Finally you fix your eyes on a point and now create the movement of the eyeballs by moving the head from left to right etc., so that now you move your head around your eyeballs, following the same directions as before.
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Picture of the eyemuscles

After our first practice of theses exercises, we started with a very simple score of first touching a partner and then watching him/her with the idea of a soft, proprioceptive vision, like touching with the eyes, from any distance. How does touching with the hands compare with “touching” with the eyes? How intimate is being watched in comparision to being touched?

Maxine:”If I am doing something while my partner is watching me, it feels a bit safer: I don’t want him to see me as I am, but as I am doing something.”

In the afternoon we explored a “duet with watcher plus observer” score: Two people are having a duett while the third person is watching from any distance, the three are flexible to change roles at any moment as long as there are always two people dancing and one person watching. A fourth person is observing the trio’s work within this setting. In this score we explored the line between watching and dancing. How flexible are the transitions from one activity to the other? If the transitions are flexible, how do I differentiate between the activities? How does my engagement change?

The way we set up the score didn’t allow us to really stretch the roles – especially of watching –, because the structure included a constant change of roles: All three of us had to check at every moment each others activities, decide on it and arrange according to our interpretation of the situation. When do I interpret something as watching, when do I decide that it is a physical engagement in dancing? We found that it would have been helpful to fix the roles of watcher and dancers clearly over a fixed period of time in order to explore edges and possible crossovers more thoroughly, thus allowing more freedom in experimenting.

The next morning we decided to take time to explore the actual physical substance of the eyes. How would touch on the eyeballs feel, how would a massage of the muscles and others tissues that surround the eyes affect sensation? We started with massaging our eyes on our own, then we continued by touching the eyes of a partner, working very gently. This massage exploration proofed to be a turning point in our working relationship. We experimented with giving weight onto the eyeballs and tried to touch eye-to-eye – incredible views were created. Before changing roles the partners who had received the touch had the opportunity to move on their own. We ended with a contact duet for the massage partners.

Though initially the focus had been both to explore and feel the physicality of the eyes – i.e. their texture, size, weight, etc. – and to relax the muscles around the eyes in order to study how that physical feedback influenced the movement that followed, everybody commented on the deep intimacy of the touch and its influence on the contact. We also noticed that this focus on the physicality allowed for other ways of seeing and being seen:

Alicia: “The trust that was gained by working with our own and our partner’s eyes created very fertile ground to explore in the dance in many new areas. This work with the eyes allowed the levels of communication not only through vision but also through touch to become rich with texture and depth. I felt safe to explore new levels of intimacy in seeing and in touching.”

Christine: „At one point in the duet my partner and I moved out of physical contact. We stood facing each other, maintaining eye contact over several minutes. To me it felt like a continuation of the touch skin to skin. We shared a connection, the point of contact was still rolling as we were studing each others eyes openly in detail. My eyes felt like a channel that kept opening, released from the burden of communicating within restricted social codes. I could feel my whole face relaxing.“

Maxine: “I was very surprised, because I didn’t expect that I could give and receive so much weight on the eyes. It felt as if a part of my body that has never been touched before gets a very deep and satisfying acknowledgement through the gentle but full touch of my partner. At the same time the quality of the new and delicate sensitivity of my eyes/face spread out over my whole skin, made my whole surface very sensitive. It was as if the sensitivity of my eyes and the rest of my skin got more integrated; receiving visual perceptions felt more integrated in my (kinaesthetic-based) perception while moving than it had ever felt before. I would describe the new quality of vision as: more relaxed, not needing to react to everything that I see, taking the visual information further into my body as if I would receive touch on my skin, being less worried about what to do with and how to understand what I see.”

In the afternoon we continued our work on watching people dancing, also following our desire to create space for just dancing. We introduced the 5-eyes-practice of Barbara Dilley as described in Contact Quarterly Vol 30 Nr 2, and used it to explore different ways of watching. The setting was: In the first round a duet dances with closed eyes while another partner is witnessing, in the second round the watcher would speak out loud which one of the five ways of watching he/she was using at the moment. When a watcher would say e.g “infant eyes”, the dancers could pick up on what they hear, but they didn’t need to react to it. We had very satisfying, exciting and great dances in this score.

Maxine: “This score made me feel a great independence in watching: I am not at all responsible to tell the dancers ‘what they did’, I am responsible just for my own activity and experience of watching, I can create any story or picture in my mind, I can follow any desire I want, the dancers are just there for me as an object to study my watching.”

In our last session on Tuesday morning, we focussed on the 5-eyes-practice of Barbara Dilley in solo-moving. We intended to study the influence of those different ways of seeing on our movement. After that, we opened up to a round robin with one duet dancing and the watchers reporting what they see. This created an extremly rich bouquet of information on one movement/moment, such as: “I see soft feet.” – “Eyes looking into each other.” – “I see an acceleration!” – “I see decision-making!” – “I see blues and greens.” – “Smiling faces.” – “I see a triangle, oh another triangle, now no triangle any more!!!” We ended with an open phase where all of the elements we worked on were available, watching, moving, reporting. There was an atmosphere of sharing through movement and words – sharing our experiences, our trust, our respect and appreciation for each other’s contributions in our working together.

During the intensive, the work evolved a little differently than we – the facilitators – had expected or planned: We ended up studying the physical activity and substance of the eyes in more detail before moving on to really watching something (a tree, a duet, …). So we spent most of our time together focussing “on seeing”, an activity that we now might want to differentiate from watching.

Questions like: “What kind of relationships are created between watchers and dancers?” faded into the background, because there were so many simple explorations to be done before that. By this simplicity we started to get a feeling of the possible inspiration that can come from just paying attention to seeing.

Alicia: “I feel like we dove deep into the material these past three days, yet feel in another way that we just touched the surface of what there is to expore with seeing CI. I am interested in continuing to explore the multifaceted ways of seeing and noticing the relationship of the eyes to touch and the state of mind.”

� This faithful reproduction of a lithograph plate from Gray's Anatomy, a two-dimensional work of art, is not copyrightable in the U.S. as per Bridgeman Art Library v. Corel Corp.; the same is also true in many other countries, including Germany. Unless stated otherwise, it is from the 20th U.S. edition of Gray's Anatomy of the Human Body, originally published in 1918 and therefore lapsed into the public domain.
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