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Abstract

Jacquelyn Elder’s 2025 short film No Longer/Not Yet” explores the liminal moments and space
of vulnerable moments performers experience before stepping on stage. Using film
phenomenology, this article focuses on the corporeality of the performers to create an
experience of haptic visuality for the viewer. queering ideas surrounding dance on film and
film theory. Drawing attention to the materiality of the body, which is be discussed throughout
the essay, queer ideas surrounding dance on film by instigating an embodied responses from
the spectator. Elder’s film, with its emphasis on the lived experience of the perfomers, and
marginalized aspects of performing poses as a feminist, queer, and political act as it subtly
shifts focus on to the invisible labor of the performers.

Keywords: backstage performers experience, corporeality, haptic visuality, film
phenomenology

Jacquelyn Elder, a queer contemporary dancer/performer and filmmaker, released a short film
“No Longer/Not Yet” at the 2025 Winter Film Festival in New York City. The film explores the
experience of performers in moments before they step on stage. Featuring performers from
various genres of dance and performance, the film captures the intimate moments that
occupy the liminal space of invisible preparation and labor in the time when rehearsing has
finished and the performers have not quite stepped in to the performance space. Elder
directed and did the cinematography for the film, as well as did most of the camera work.
Adam Golfer did some additional footage; whilst the film is edited by Axelle Poisson. The film
features independent performers and dancers from companies, such as the Martha Graham
Dance Company, The Trisha Brown Dance Company, Ballet National de Marseille (LA) HORDE,
Cie Olivier Dubois, Terrain/ Boris Charmatz, Maud le Pladec, Hiatus/Daniel Linehan, Les
Majorettes, Anne Steffens, and Meg Stuarts’s Damaged Goods. The film was shot in theatres
in New York City and around France. The making of the film was funded by DGCA Soutien de
la Films de Danse and Dance Films Association affiliated with Dance on Camera.

Elder’s film captures various performers from different performing styles to expose a
vulnerable and often hidden aspect of the performing experience. Her dance experience and
network proved to be of crucial importance to the making of the film as she was able to access
backstage spaces, often reserved for the creators, performers, and theatre staff only. Her
glimpse into these forbidden spaces offers the film its intimate feel. Elder’s experience of
being a performer led her to film the performers in a way that captures the vulnerability and
preciousness of the private backstage moments. She aims to highlight the psychological
elements of these vulnerable moments to show the unseen labour of the preparation for the
performing experience.
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In this essay, | focus on Elder’s choices to film backstage, marginalized aspects of the
performing experience with focus on the lived experience of the performers by focusing on
their corporeality as subjectivity. The film presents the corporeality of the performers in a
visceral way, thus, creating an experience of haptic visuality for the spectator, as proposed by
Laura Marks, and, therefore, queering ideas surrounding dance on film and film theory. Elder
draws attention to the materiality of the body, which will be discussed throughout the essay,
to instigate an embodied response for the viewer to illustrate the liminality of the performing
experience in the moments of preparation. Her film, with its emphasis on the materiality and
sound of the body, and marginalized aspects of performing poses as a feminist, queer, and
political act as it subtly shifts focus on to the invisible labor of the performers. Additionally,
the film encourages an engaged film viewing experience that focuses on the physical presence
of the performers and challenges the passivity of spectatorship. As she explained in the
interview | conducted with her, she chose to concentrate on the challenge of “looking outside
of the typical”’ to present queerness. Elder asserts that the film has a queer point of view
because the content she chose to film shifts the gaze to more peripheral experiences. She says
that the act of purposefully moving the camera off stage to move the gaze to the periphery of
the theatre is a deliberate method to question the norm and introduce the queer dimension
to the film.

Phenomenology of performance by focusing on the performers

In the interview with Elder, she explains that the inspiration for the film came from her
personal experience as a dancer who has always been in some process of observing people in
class, rehearsal, or as a filmmaker. While she was a dancer in the Martha Graham Dance
Company, she documented backstage moments, such as warm up, various preparations,
interactions with the dancers, and even eating dinner on tour with the intention of making a
film about the company and its dancers. Elder explains “I got very interested in what is the
work of a dancer and wanted to shine a light on this aspect of our work,”" that included more
than taking dance classes and rehearsing. Through this process of witnessing dancers, Elder
says

“l was looking through footage one day and realized that the clip that stood
out the most to me was the moment before the dancers were stepping on
stage for ‘Appalachian Spring” and so then in understanding why, | realized that
it was the anticipation of getting on stage ... that moment we've known as
performers ... that is very precious that only a few people get to see.”'i

In the film, Elder shows various mundane interactions between the performers and backstage
staff (often talking about time), hugs and glances between the performers, brushing of their
teeth, fixing their costumes, warming up on stage or rehearsing some of the choreography
they were about to perform. In one of the shots, Elder shows a dancer lying on the floor and
gently dropping her knees from side to side with her bare arms stretched out on the floor. In
this simple moment, the dancer seeks the grounded connection to the stage floor to activate
her body. This gentle warm up is meditative and familiar to dancers and performers as a quiet,
crucial moment to focus and prepare the body for the performance. The camera captures the
performer from the side offering a view usually reserved only for other performers and
backstage staff, thus, allowing non-performing viewers a unique glimpse into the performer’s
life. She records the sound of the audience talking before the show from the stage with the
curtains drawn to illustrate the elements that define the backstage experience -- nervousness
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and excitement caused by the murmur of the auditorium. She captures a moment of two
dancers waiting to enter the stage, moving their knees to keep their bodies active and
nervousness at bay, peeking through the curtain onto the performing space, seconds before
they transform into active performers and enter the stage. She films empty, quiet corridors
and the stage being cleaned, with and without performers present. She films dancers in
ritualistic group circles and directors giving notes and corrections.

Elder captures the entrance of the Martha Graham Dance Company performers in a studio
rehearsal for Graham’s classic work Appalachian Spring. She places the camera at the edge of
studio facing from the downstage to the upstage direction to capture dancers in the “wings”
of the studio. The camera captures a line of dancers getting ready for their turn to enter the
stage. She offers a glimpse into the dance performance that is usually reserved for the dancers
only. The improvised choreography by each dancer of the preparation for the entrance is in
stark contrast to the highly stylized choreographic and performance style of Graham'’s work.
The spectators witness the dancers exchange knowing glances, small chats alternating
between their casual studio behavior and their preparation to enter the formal dance space
marked by the choreography and its performance only. As the music begins, the first male
dancer closes his eyes, takes a deep breath, and appears to listen to the music. As the music
surges, he lifts his chin, opens his eyes, and activates his back making the muscles on his
shoulders and arms visibly engage and clearly embodies his readiness to step into the
performing space. One by one, the dancers step up to the spot in the studio reserved for the
entrance into the choreography, replacing the dancer who has shifted into the dance space.
They visibly transform their focus, physicality, and demeanor to occupy the performing space.
The viewer has an opportunity to witness the liminal space and time of no longer practicing
the steps and not yet stepping into the performance mode. One of the dancers, extends his
arms, projects energy into his fingertips, opens his mouth widely, and beats his chest and arms
with his fists to increase the blood flow showing a moment of somatic and facial awakening
needed to perform. Another dancer blows on her hands and bows her head before stepping
in. The exposed backs of dancers in leotards with their hair pulled high up show the
stimulation of the muscles in their back to anticipate the next moments. Elder captures
fragmented parts of their bodies — arms lifting, backs activating to create a private view into
the dancers’ preparation experience.

Phenomenological theory provides an appropriate theoretical framework to analyze Elder’s
work to excavate the corporeal subjectivity of the performers and question the film dynamics
which may posit that the performers on screen are passive and objects of voyeurism.
Employing the lens of film phenomenology, as proposed by Laura Marks, Vivian Sobchack and
explored by Davina Quinlivan, which draws attention to the materiality of the body on screen,
| aim to discuss Elder’s film to disturb the traditional ideas in film theory of passive and
gendered gaze. Applying Vivian Sobchack’" notion of carnal experience of film that is material,
embodied, and aesthetic, provides a valuable methodology to examine Elder’s film, which
does not engage in the spectacular aspects of dancing and performing. Elder focuses on
corporeality of the dancers to create a notion of haptic visuality, which Laura Marks defines
as “the combination of tactile, kinaesthetic, and proprioceptive functions.”Y For example,
Elder’s footage of the Martha Graham company dancers encompasses the aim of her film and
the idea of haptic visuality to project a visceral experience of watching the film and the
dancers’ physical, psychological, and emotional life in those specific moments. Elder’s film
highlights Vivian Sobchack’s concept of the “film’s body”"' which maps out a terrain for “the
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haptic and totally immersive qualities of skin, musculature, and viscera, likening processes of
human physiology to the structuring of film experience,”V' as illustrated in the examples.
Elder’s film is a visual experience of most intimate and vulnerable moments of performing.
She focuses on the corporeal but also psychological elements of performing as she captures
the dancers’ bare arms, backs, chests to accentuate the visceral presence of the performers,
whilst also, showing their intense facial expressions and breathing.

Analysis of choreography and performance with emphasis on corporeality of the performers
is a key factor in formation of subjectivity for the performers, which in turn, inspires viewers
to acknowledge the materiality of the body. This is a strategy to actively refuse passivity of the
viewer and the objectification of the performer on film. Laura Marks explains that cinema, can
invoke a sense of touch with haptic visuality which affects the surface and inside of the
spectators’ bodies. The embodied sensation of movement, use of breath, and material
presence of the body, as exemplified in Elder’s short film, creates a visual, aural, and haptic
experience of the film that encompasses a form of experiencing corporeality and offers an
alternate way to analyze film and disrupt the engendered power relations of masculine gaze
theory. Corrin Columpar offers a valuable tool for analysis of dance on screen which bring
awareness to “how all bodies make and bear meaning continually throughout the film” Vil so
that the focus on corporeality provides political space to articulate subjectivity that is
grounded in embodiment. Elder presents each performer’s physical and aural presence to
create a political landscape that subtly subverts as each of their bodies and movements are
inscribed with their identity and political meaning. For example, footage shows Marie Laure
Caradec preparing to perform Olivier Dubois’s piece titled “Mémoire of a seigneur” in her
costume and stage make up, sitting on a chair, gently closing her eyes in a moment of
preparation — she is viscerally present. A member of the backstage crew, moves into the shot
wearing “street clothes,” a headset, and a casual demeanor that contrasts with the intense
focus of the performer. Her focus on the corporeality of the performer, even in these off-stage
movements, draws attention to the materiality of the body and offers a gentle protest to the
idea of performers’ passivity on screen offered to the viewers for objectification.
Hyperbolization of corporeality through camera attention rather than exertion of the body
forces the spectator to concentrate on the materiality of the body. Blanco Borelli asserts that
the bodies are raced and gendered by “the actual corporeal” and not just external economies
and thus proposes that shifting the focus onto the body as a “real, living, meaning-making
entity”* allows for an understanding of how subjects find and assert their agency with
movement. In Elder’s film, the performers are present to support Young statement that “the
idea of the lived body recognises that a person’s subjectivity is conditioned by sociocultural
facts’ proposing that each lived body has its own subjectivity, which is ‘particular in its
morphology, material similarities, and differences from other bodies,”* therefore simply
showing the performers in their mundane tasks shifts focus on their corporeality allowing
Elder to exert political impact that subverts ideas regarding film theory.

Borrowing from feminist film theory on corporeality on film allows for an argument that active
physical presence on screen forms subjectivity for actors on screen. This ideology can be
applied to female and male performers in Elder’s film, therefore amplifying its potency in
creating a more equal representation of gender. This ties in with Blanco Borelli’s* argument,
which posits that dancing accentuates corporeality as a political tool, thus the physical and
aural presence draws attention to embodiment that is accentuated through movement, facial
expressions, and sound to create a subversive message. Elder’s inclusive representation of
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genders, furthers this idea and treats all performers in the same manner, therefore allowing
each one of them agency. Furthermore, in this way she rejects a binary division of sexual
difference and adds a feminist and queer dimension to her film.

Corporeality and sound

Elder shifts her focus to Boris Charmatz, a French choreographer and performer, backstage in
a theatre gently swaying with his eyes closed. He gestures with his arms whilst talking to
someone outside of the room without breaking his focus. The camera remains focused on his
face, as he gently marks some movements whilst accentuating the effort of the movements
with breath and gentle gasps. Elder later returns to Charmatz, in his dressing room bare
chested shaking his shoulders allowing his upper body to spiral and arms to follow through.
He reaches for his trapezius muscle, gently rubbing it to release pain, tension, and awaken it
for the performance. He walks around and gently rubs his palms as someone enters and alerts
him that the time has come to go on the stage. His eyes widen and he raises his eyebrows
transitioning from the insular focus and physical preparation to the alertness of the stage call.
The camera follows him through the corridors of the theatre. He arrives backstage, puts his
palms together and audibly sighs drawing attention the aural landscape of his physical
experience and the need to connect breath and sound to the somatic preparation. This
moment encompasses the aim of the film to highlight the corporeal as a key method to
communicate the material and aural presence of the performers and truly invite the viewer
into the carnal and kinaesthetic effect of the performing experience.

This emphasis on sound, combined with the corporeal presence makes this film a sensuous
audio-visual project as it renders representation “of human existence as sonic and visual
phenomena.”* Emphasis on breath and other sounds, encompasses a form of hearing the
materiality of the body. Relying on lIrigaray’s theory on breath and its silences, Quinlivan
argues for importance of audible and visible breath in film as she states, “while breathing is
not the same as touching, it is involved in embodied sensation.”* Breath draws attention to,
embodied sound and thus the carnal presence on screen, which alters the viewing experience
to make it haptic, which Elder utilizes in her film.

The focus on the sound and physical manifestation of breath, as seen in this scene, creates a
proximity for the spectator as it connects the performer and the exterior world — it makes the
body audible, thus, creating a soundscape to the physical experience and accentuating the
materiality of the body. Breath is an embodied sensation that aurally exports the experience
of the performer and draws attention to the visceral experience of the moment. Quinlivan,
using Irigaray’s theory, poetically states that “aural perception of breath [is] a new form of
hearing the materiality of the body.”* Borrowing from Quinlivan’s description of another film
fits well in describing Elder’s film as an “audio-visual rendering of human existence as sonic
and visual phenomena”® which captures the experience of performers in their vulnerable
state of preparation to step into the performing space. The emphasis on sound and movement
draws attention to the corporeality of the body that forces the spectators to focus on the
image and separate it from the narrative, therefore, turning it into a sensuous image that
creates an emotional response by concentrating on the aesthetics, therefore, Elder’s choice
to accentuate the physical presence with the sound of breath, furthers the impact on the
viewer to experience haptic visuality and be affected physically and aurally by the film.
Drawing on Sarah Ahmed’s writing, which suggests that disorientation is crucial to queer
phenomenology, Quinlivan suggests that “the audio-visual evocation of breathing in film
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might also be queer” as it is disrupts our perception of bodies and creates a haptic
perception.

Invisible Labor of Performers — a Political Act

Instead of showing the highly stylized dance and performance moments, Elder exposes the
unseen aspects of performing and therefore gently exudes a political agenda that rejects
spectacle as a key and only impetus for performance and film. In Elder’s film the focus on the
non-spectacular aspects of performance subverts and queers what performance is, how it is
created and highlights the invisible labor of performers. For example, the film begins with a
short clip of a drag queen touching up her make-up backstage accompanied by audible but
incoherent conversation. This intimate moment may be familiar to many but it is ritualistic to
most performers. In the next shot, Elder captures the performer backstage whilst listening to
a pre-recorded audio of themselves that begins the performance. Elder focuses on the bare
torso of the drag performer and lower part of their face to capture the shallow breaths of a
visibly nervous performer. The camera moves slightly side to side catching the aesthetics of
the performance including the ginger wig, red stained lips, a lavish chain with a colourful
pendant, and fitted bodice with the sparkly trim. Someone from the audience shouts “Sarah
Forever,” and the performer is transformed as opens the curtain and steps through smiling
and swinging into a spiralled position that cocks her hip to the side. Elder captures the physical
and mental transformation as the performer “pulls up” their back and braces themselves for
the performance. The filmmakers focuses on the human experience of performing, rather
than the glamour of on-stage presence, which aims to conceal the labor and effort of
rehearsing, practicing, and mental focus.

Elder features various aspects of theatre preparation. In one instance, she captures a
backstage manager speaking to someone asking them to take the director of the film (Elder)
up to the house and explains the premise of the project to film the artists right before their
entrance to the stage. Elder captures the mundane moments backstage, such as the
performers walking through the halls, carrying their coffee, fetching a glass of water, to allow
the spectator to witness the non-performative process of transformation from an everyday
person to a performer. The rituals and action of the performing preparation vary and may
include a number of tasks depending on the company, the type of work, and each person.

Apart from the practical aspects of preparations, such as physical or vocal warm up, make up,
hair, preparation of costumes and props, Elder chooses to focus on the psychological aspect
of preparation to enter the performing space. Her aim is to, as she states,

“shine a light on this invisible labor [or performers]. There's this whole other
aspect of our work that goes unseen ... of how you can get on the stage, that
transformation or what you need to do in order to feel safe enough to get on
that stage is very real and very personal. Essentially it is something that is very
singular and in there that work that's going on for each person to just take that
step on stage and that is like a huge aspect of our work.”*Vi

The film shows dancers and performers in their most vulnerable moments — the psychological
space between rehearsing and the courageous act of exposing oneself on stage. By focusing
on the visceral and psychological experience of performers, Elder replaces an image saturated
society with corporeal experience. Thus, this film queers spectacle, as a capitalist idea, even
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though it heavily relies on visual representation by focusing on lived experience rather than
images. For example, Elder shows dancers of The Ballet National de Marseille LA(Horde) move
energetically backstage to the sounds of intense techno music. One of the dancers sticks his
tongue out and shakes his body quickly. He performs grimaces to activate the muscles of his
face whilst standing next to another woman from the technical staff with a completely neutral
expression highlighting the stark difference between performers in that liminal space between
off-stage and on-stage and theatre staff who quietly support the performance and the
dancers. Another moment shows a group of dancers backstage hyping each other up and then
the quiet determination of each dancer as they climb the stairs to enter the stage providing a
contrast between the excitement of the preparation and the moment of complete focus in the
moments of entering the performance space.

Although, Elder feels more comfortable classifying her film as “observational
documentary,”®" | would argue that the film is constructed as a screendance — a
choreographed sequence of movement designed for the camera. The filmmaker adds that her
way of filming which is based on observation and “just kind of being there and letting things
unfold.”** Throughout the film, the shots are captured by a static camera that has been placed
in a particular spot in the theatre or studio that allows for people and actions to come in and
out of the frame. Elder explains that this was a purposeful tactic to capture candid moments,
instead of “always trying to follow an action.”*

Elder has created a videodance that captures unseen moments of the performers’ experience
by focusing on embodiment and aural landscape to highlight that “performance is a
courageous act”* beyond the technical and virtuosic aspects of the work. This film supports
the notion proposed by Melissa Blanco Borelli who recognizes the perils of screendance as
the “filmic apparatus [which] uses dance to render bodies virtuosic and sublime while
simultaneously erasing the labor involved in training these bodies.”™! Elder, in her film, draws
focus on the invisible labor dancers — the backstage moments that transcend the physical
preparation, thus using the very medium often used to eradicate the work of dancers, to
highlight the subtleties and the often overseen aspects of performing labor. Elder’s aim to is
to highlight a form of invisible labor, which for her “very much related to feminine work,”
thus adding a feminist dimension to the film and its making.

The filmmaker focuses on the non-choreographed aspects of the performers’ work yet shows
a choreography of backstage interactions that include non-performing staff and unscripted
moments and movements of performers. Her footage presents an honest glimpse into the
backstage preparations that rejects the overly stylized Hollywood interpretations often seen
in dance or biopic movies. This was the impetus for the film and its concept. Coming from a
dance background, Elder feels that the film is an extension of her dance practice, which
informed the way that she made the film. She explains that due to her dance experience, the
filmmaker focused on studying the body and micro movements. Elder explains:

“1 think that when | am holding a camera and looking through the lens maybe
what | am able to see or maybe what I'm looking for is also very informed by
things that I'm aware of just from knowing bodies ... the way that tension can
appear in the body and the muscle.”>V

Elder’s film presents each of the performers’ individual dance stories by concentrating on the
corporeal experience through a careful focus on gestures, musculature, and sound. Elder
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utilizes the idea the camera, with its telescopic and microscopic nature allows extended vision
to create intimacy by drawing activities closer to the viewer. She allows the spectator to view
and experience each gesture in isolation allowing for a microscopical investigation highlighting
the corporeal presence. Through the camera, Elder is able to shift focus on to the subtle
aspects of the performers’ work highlighting Douglas Rosenberg’s®" idea that the camera is
instrumental to dance on screen as it guides the gaze on to the body, providing a way of seeing
that is particular to that instrument and vastly different to a viewing of a live performance.
However, it is through the camera that she is able to offer an intimate view into performing.
The film captures moments that precede live performance with the aid of the camera to
exposes the unseen labour of the performers. Her specific choices of how and what she
captures further increases the intimacy of the moment, as she focuses on the physical and
psychological experience of the performer and thus provides a phenomenological and haptic
film viewing experience.

Conclusion

Elder subtly adds a feminist and queer dimension to her film by shifting focus onto periphery
of performance to decentralize the theatre experience and expose the invisible labor of the
dancers. Following Quinlivan suggestion that an embodied response to a film reading “might
increasingly demarcate a new territory for queer film experience”¥ adds a queer, subversive
aspect to Elder’s film. Quinlivan®¥i" associates haptic criticism -- a call to focus on the sense of
touch, vibrations, and tactile sensations as it pertains to film -- with queer spectatorship. By
inviting the spectator to focus on the materiality of the body through movement, gestures,
and amplification of bodily sounds, the spectator can disrupt dominant gender structures of
film theory, as exemplified in Elder’s film. The focus of haptic film theory, as proposed by
Marks and employed by Quinlivan, draws focus on the importance of the viewing pleasure
and on sensuality, rather than realigning on the opposing binaries of Laura Mulvey’s seminal
male gaze theory. Marks suggest that haptic visuality can be a form of spectatorship that
“invites the eyes to function as an organ of touch.”*i Queer, according to Quinlivan, calls to
mind non-normative forms of identity and brings attention to the resistance to the norm,
therefore, the film’s focus on off-stage, peripheral elements of performance and the emphasis
on the corporeal gives Elder’s film a subversive edge.

Elder’s film showcases a liminal space between rehearsing and performing to expose the
intimacy of the backstage experience. Her focus on the corporeal and aural presence shows
the vulnerability and courage of the moment performers step on stage that rejects spectacle
of the polished performance. Through embodied representation, Elder creates a tactile,
kinaesthetic, and proprioceptive film that that invites the spectator to experience an engaged
haptic visuality. She deliberately draws focus on unseen labor of the performers to expose the
vulnerability and courage of the performing experience and bring corporeality as a key
element in the film making process and spectatorship.
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