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Top image: Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, video projection 
on fishing net of sampan boats from Sunderban borderlands in West Bengal, India, in 
installation space, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas.  
Bottom image: Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, barbed wire 
fence surrounding the installation space, symbolic of killings by border forces of illegal 
immigrants trying to cross between India and Bangladesh, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas.   
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Figure 2. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, still from 
Insta360 footage from India-Bangladesh border area in West Bengal, India, Credit: Bonobithi 
Biswas. 

Intercultural Dialogue, Art and Technology, Cultural Literacy and Empathy 
through Art 

Empathy, the ability to identify oneself intellectually and/or emotionally with another and 
thereby perceive their mental state, is considered one of the core features of cultural literacy. 
Cultural literacy is defined as “an individual’s competence and skill to encounter cultural 
differences with an open mind, to become tolerant, empathetic, and inclusive of other 
positions and perspectives, and to gain awareness of one’s own cultural identity and the 
identities of others”.1 It is perceived as one of the key forces to promote intercultural 
dialogue, which in turn is central in raising political awareness in the post-colonial world.2 The 
Council of Europe’s “Reference Framework of Competences for Democratic Culture” defines 
intercultural dialogue as:  

an open exchange of views, on the basis of mutual understanding and respect, between 
individuals or groups who perceive themselves as having different cultural affiliations 
from each other. It requires the freedom and ability to express oneself, as well as the 
willingness and capacity to listen to the views of others. Intercultural dialogue fosters 
constructive engagement across perceived cultural divides, reduces intolerance, 

 
1 Tuuli Lähdesmäki and Aino-Kaisa Koistinen, “Explorations of Linkages Between Intercultural 
Dialogue, Art, and Empathy,” in Dialogue for Intercultural Understanding: Placing Cultural Literacy at 
the Heart of Learning, eds. Fiona Maine and Maria Vrikki (Cham: Springer, 2021), 46. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-71778-0_4
2 ibid. 
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Figure 10. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, “phantom 
relics” of borderland photographs, Sylheti recipes, lyrics of Baul music preserved in resin as 
artifacts of intangible inheritance in installation space, Credit: Brookelynn Bliss. 
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Figure 11. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, cotton muslin 
fabric caught on barbed wire fence, carrying prints of news headlines from Bengal colonial 
and post-colonial wars and genocide from 1903 till 2024 in installation space, Credit: 
Brookelynn Bliss. 
 

 

Figure 12. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, ritualistic map-
burning of the India-Bangladesh border in installation space, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas. 
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Figure 13. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, video projection 
on fishing net of sampan boats from Sunderban borderlands in West Bengal, India, in 
installation space, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas. 
 

 

Figure 14. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, barbed wire 
fence surrounding the installation space, symbolic of killings by border forces of illegal 
immigrants trying to cross between India and Bangladesh, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas.  
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Figure 15. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, hand-painted 
boat for viewer/participant to sit in while experiencing the boat journey down a river in the 
VR film, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas.  
 

Speaking of the psychogeography of the maps of the borderlands, she says, “Over fifty 
transboundary rivers cut through the land like scars engraved into the very soil. India, 
Bangladesh, landscapes that are relics of colonial rage carry scars that refuse to be 
partitioned.”33 

 

 
33 idem, 16:15. 
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Figure 16. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, “phantom 
relics” in the river water, still from VR film, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas. 
 

 

Figure 17. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, VR environment 
with surrealistic elements such as a giant hourglass, still from VR film, Credit: Bonobithi 
Biswas. 
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Figure 18. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, hand-painted 
sky and landscape, still from VR film, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas. 
 

 

Figure 19. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, storm 
simulating intergenerational war trauma, still from VR film, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas. 
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Figure 20. Bonobithi Biswas, Rivers Have Flowed Where They Buried Us, 2025, transformation 
of boatwoman into goddess, still from VR film, Credit: Bonobithi Biswas. 
 

Towards the end of the film, she describes the linguistic associations with this “lost” homeland 
as follows: 

In Bangla, you do not say “remember me”, instead "āmāẏa manē rēkhō", literally "keep 
me in your heart". The heart is a river. The word for "ghost" is the same as that for “the 
past": "bhūta". Glance into the water, the depths teeming with shipwrecks of unfinished 
faces, the "bhūta" of half-lives, half-desires, half-wars. Are you tempted to dive in 
search of those treasures? If you do, remember, in Bangla, the word for “pearl” is the 
same as the verb “free”: “mukta”.34  

The Bengali community was broken apart on the partition of India on the basis of religion as 
Pakistan was formed as an Islamic state, yet both sides of the border in Bengal continue to 
share secular traditions and festivities, celebrating culture beyond religious sentiments. 
However, the current wave of Hindu nationalism and islamophobia instigated by the BJP 
government in India, has put at risk not only the plight of Bangladeshi migrants in India, but 
also the goodwill and shared culture between the two countries. My research for this project 
is an extension of my desire to revisit my roots, my relationship to this inherited culture, and 
my lived experience of the long-lasting tragedy of artificial colonial borders.  

In shattering the silence of these geopolitical scars, art ultimately upholds the voice of protest 
against power structures that seek to destroy our shared ecosystem. Storytelling embodies 
as much a celebration of shared history and culture, as a resistance against the amnesia in 
marginalized communities of collective loss and trauma. The act of remembering is the first 
weapon of resistance: to choose to not forget the cause of our scars, the source of our 

 
34 Idem, 18:08. 
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devastation, is to begin to identify the signs of history repeating itself and decide to end the 
cycle of oppression. 

Author Bio 

A multidisciplinary Indian visual artist, curator and researcher based between Paris and 
Mumbai, Bonobithi is obsessed with trespassing figurative borders. Her synesthetic arts 
practice interweaves diverse analogue and digital media, chiefly mixed reality, drawing and 
painting, photography, poetry film, sculpture, audio art, performance, multilingual writing, 
and visual poetry, to create multisensory storytelling experiences. The thematic focus of her 
arts practice is the South Asian post-colonial historic-cultural landscape, synesthetic 
multilingualism, identity of the female body of color, and intercultural dialogue through 
shared safe spaces. Her curatorial practice focuses on post-digital realism and media ecology 
for decolonial intercultural practices. She has a Master of Fine Arts in Transdisciplinary New 
Media from Paris College of Art, Paris, France. Having participated in various artist residencies 
and group and solo exhibitions internationally and widely on diverse creative writing 
platforms, Bonobithi’s works have been extensively displayed in cities across Europe and Asia, 
including the 59th Venice Biennale of Art. She is a member of the multicultural artist 
collectives COMEX-ARC and WE Collective. 
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Dancing Gender on Camera: The Case of Joyland and Chitrangada: The 
Crowning Wish 

Vasudha Chatterjee 

Abstract: This paper analyzes two films: Rituparno Ghosh’s ‘Chitrangada: The Crowning 
Wish’ and Saim Sadiq’s ‘Joyland’ to argue how cine-dance can discern a potent feminist 
spectatorship in the context of popular Bengali and Pakistani cinema. Drawing from Gayatri 
Gopinath’s conceptualization of “unruly visions” and Alexander Nevill’s “performative 
materiality”, the article examines the role of camera and lighting, and demonstrates some of 
the crucial ways in which the two films reposition cine-dance from a spectacle of passive 
consumption to an active site of “unruly” vision making.  

Keywords: cine-dance, spectatorship, queer dancing body, Chitrangada: The Crowning 
Wish, Joyland  

Before delving into the arguments of this paper, I must admit at the very onset: this was not 
an easy article to write. Despite being two important case studies of contemporary South-
Asian screendance, it was extremely challenging (thus, also stimulating) to write on 
Chitrangada: The Crowning Wishi and Joylandii– two films that refuse conventional modes of 
aesthetic judgement. I was convinced of their greatness, but I struggled to articulate that 
which comprised it. Their complex nature not only resisted categorization but also made 
descriptive analysis seem reductive. It is via these entanglements: the impossibility of the 
films’ description, their defiance of constructed binaries, and their embrace of the in-
between, that this paper attempts to discern a potent feminist spectatorship they inspire. It 
does so through a close textual analysis of the dance sequences in both films, examining the 
role of camera and light in establishing the multiplicities of the queer subject. 

Dance in popular Bengali and Pakistani cinemaiii, at least in the contemporary realm, has 
largely revolved around the ‘item      number’ – a “hypersexualized and hybrid song and dance 
spectacle”iv that may or may not add to the film’s narrative. The term “item” was first used in 
1999 for the actress Shilpa Shetty, whose dance to the song “Mai aayee hoon UP Bihar 
lootney”v, garnered her the reputation of an “item girl” in popular media. Since then, several 
feminist scholars have written against the item number, protesting its “hyper-
commodification”vi, especially of the female body. The titillating performance of the ‘item 
girl’, mediated by the cinematic apparatus, often caters to the male voyeur, evoking Laura 
Mulvey’s ruminations in ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’vii. These sequences have 
acquired an omnipresence in popular cinema and are often perceived as synonymous with 
cine-dance. In such a scenario, Chitrangada and Joyland exemplify two pivotal interventions, 
proposing a refreshing lens to visualize dance in films.  

Gayatri Gopinath’s “unruly visions”viii offers a crucial theoretical framework here. Through 
what she calls “queer curation”ix, Gopinath juxtaposes the works of different artists from 
seemingly unrelated geographies and reveals a “queer optic”x, or a queer way of seeing. 

https://doi.org/10.18061/screendance.6301
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Gopinath uses the term “queer” to not only refer to non-normative sexualities and genders, 
but also to non-dominant modes of seeing and experiencing the world. Drawing from her 
work, this article demonstrates how the two films generate unruly visions that disrupt 
hegemonic ways of seeing gender, dance, and desire. It is important to note that although I 
refer to Gopinath’s book, my analysis is more interpretive than textual.  

Erotic labour and desire in Joyland 

At the heart of Joyland is the story of Haider (Ali Junejo), Mumtaz (Rasti Farooq), and Biba 
(Alina Khan). Haider, the meek, unemployed younger son of the Rana family, is married to 
Mumtaz, an energetic, ambitious young woman who works at a beauty salon in Lahore. Their 
lives undergo a drastic change when Haider gets a job as a background dancer at an erotic 
theatre, and Mumtaz is forced to quit her’s, by Haider’s father and elder brother. While 
working at the theatre, Haider falls in love with Biba, a transgender woman who leads the 
dance troupe he joins. The film offers a nuanced examination of these relationships, 
investigating questions of desire, sexuality, and belonging in contemporary Pakistan.   

Haider is not a dancer. His relationship with dance is rather strange. He is convinced that his 
patriarchal father will never accept his profession. He is visibly reluctant at first – dancing men 
are “gandus”, he notesxi. However, his heart changes the moment he sees Biba at the theatre. 
From here starts his journey of dance, of dancing at an erotic theatre, for Biba, for himself. To 
establish the material space of this theatre, the film features several dance sequences, most 
of which include Biba and Haider, whereas some do not. While these scenes contain familiar 
visual markers of the item number – sensual dancing, audience titillation, overtly 
performative gestures – they withhold the expected voyeuristic payoff. Biba’s body, unlike 
the ‘item girl’s’, refuses to become a passive spectacle; instead, her performance often 
highlights the precarity and agency of her own labour. The gaze is unstable, self-aware, and 
fragmented. In this section, I will analyze some of these sequences, noting the interaction 
between the dancing body and the film camera, to underscore its subversion of the 
hegemonic patriarchal gaze, often associated with popular cine-dance. 

In one of the early sequences at the theatre, we see Shagnam (Priya Usman Khan) – an erotic 
dancer – perform her routine in a packed hall. Wearing a shimmering red dress, she is 
surrounded by a group of men – her background dancers, who spread out around her, 
allowing her to take center stage. Framed in a long shot, their bodies are lit from above. 
Dancing to a sexually provocative song, Shagnam sways her hips, climbs onto a cot held by 
young male dancers, bends her body, and then jumps, suggesting a clear sexual gesture. The 
audience, comprising men of all ages and a few women, responds with enthusiastic claps and 
hoots. The dance concludes, ushering in an intermission. Biba now steps onto the stage, only 
to find that the number of spectators has dwindled significantly. The top lights animating the 
previous performance are now absent, leaving her illuminated by a single broad yellow light. 
Clad in a green ghagra choli, Biba attempts to captivate the remaining audience members. 
One spectator can be seen fanning himself. Suddenly, the music ceases, and Biba has to stop 
her performance. A mid-shot captures her sweaty face, filled with agitation as she rushes to 
the dressing room, engaging in a heated argument with the theatre manager. 

This sequence is noteworthy for several reasons, but primarily for its distance from the 
camera. Despite involving two sexually charged performances, this distance, enhanced by 
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frequent intercuts between the performers and the crowd, prevents the spectator from 
identifying as a voyeur. Additionally, the focus on the corporeality of the two dancing bodies, 
emphasized through the spotlight on their bodies and their movements, along with the 
dancers’ labour – especially Biba – allows the viewers to see these dances not just as erotic 
acts but as expressions of survival. This idea is reinforced in other sequences as well, where 
dance operates as unruly visions. It solicits attention, but denies visual mastery. A notable 
example is when Biba performs in a nightclub, surrounded by aggressive men forcing her to 
hug them. Dance in Joyland thus becomes a site where desire is neither sanitized nor fully 
consumable. Cinematographer Joe Saade’s camera refuses to linger or fetishize, and produces 
a disobedient spectatorship that implicates the viewer in the precarity of queer labour, 
instead of offering the comfort of identification or pleasure.  

Interestingly, if dance in Joyland illustrates a form of survival, it also represents a space for 
protest – a site of strength, resistance, and gender affirmation. Haider, an amateur who has 
never danced before, begins to enjoy dancing when he is with Biba. This is especially clear in 
the scene where he performs in front of Biba for the first time. Practicing with five men on a 
terrace, Haider is clearly unable to dance properly. He twirls his hips, shakes his body, and 
tries to follow Biba's instructions; he makes an effort. And he fails. Biba then approaches him, 
slowly takes off his t-shirt, and asks him to start over again. He repeats the steps with greater 
force this time. Although they haven’t improved much, we see, in a rare moment, a warm 
glee on his face. We witness for the first time a sign of contentment in Haider. For the first 
time, we find him taking a step towards self-acceptance, towards being happy with who he 
is.  

Thus, dance in Joyland acts as a paradoxical site of marginalization and self-affirmation, 
shame and liberation. Through careful manipulation of camera distance and audience 
intercuts, director Saim Sadiq destabilizes the cinematic gaze, making it impossible for the 
spectator to consume the dancing body without reckoning with its vulnerability and agency. 
It resists the objectifying logic of the item number, choosing instead to render dance as 
embodied labour.  

Illuminating In-Betweenness: Light and the Queer Body in Chitrangada: The 
Crowning Wish 

Chitrangada: The Crowning Wish narrates the story of Rudra Chatterjee (Rituparno Ghosh), a 
renowned choreographer in Kolkata, who considers gender reassignment surgery after 
meeting Partho (Jisshu Sengupta), a percussionist with whom Chatterjee falls in love. Partho’s 
love for children motivates Rudra to take this step, hoping it will allow the couple to adopt a 
child and live ‘normally’ like other couples. Rudra initiates the procedure but ultimately 
decides to call it off. Based on Rabindranath Tagore’s dance-drama ‘Chitrangada’xii, the film 
explores Rudra’s journey, inviting reflections on gender, desire, and the body in eternal flux. 
Aalo (or light) plays a vital role in the film. On the one hand, it serves as a metaphor for divinity 
– a catalyst for internal change, described best in the song bodhu kon aalo laglo chokhe (o
friend, what light has touched these eyes!) - and on the other, it functions as a literal cinematic
force, drawing our attention to its role in cinema, particularly in cine-dance.

In cine-dance, or screendance, light is not merely a technical necessity; it is a co-creator. The 
relationship between the two can be traced back to the Serpentine Dance of Loie Fuller, 
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where light played as important a part as Fuller’s own body. The coloured lights and their 
angled illumination added to the fluidity and dynamism of her performance, visibilizing a part, 
hiding another. This interplay assumes a critical role in Ghosh’s film, where light reorganizes 
the queer dancing body of Rudra Chatterjee, not only revealing what is there, but what could 
be. In conjunction with the camera, it enables the construction of a body that refuses binary 
definitions, embodying a fluid, in-between space instead.  

It is important to note that Ghosh’s film is not an autobiographical piece. At best, its nature is 
semi-autobiographicalxiii. On being asked by Kaustav Bakshi about the similarity between 
Rudra and Rituparno, the latter had said:  

Yes. There is. Rudra contemplates sex-change, but abandons it eventually…he chooses 
to stay the way he is, reveling in his in-between-ness. I know many of my viewers 
apprehend that I might start wearing the sari any day. Let me tell you, I shall never 
wear a sari. I remember someone asking me whether I shall ever wear the dhoti kurta. 
My answer is I shall not. I’ll not wear any gender-determining attire . . . neither sari 
nor dhoti-kurta  . . . I shall always go for something in-between. That’s the best way of 
celebrating gender fluidity. This is where Rudra is closest to myself . . . the resemblance 
ends therexiv.  

The emphasis on the in-between is vital. In this section, I propose that the theatrical lighting 
in Chitrangada: The Crowning Wish serves as a celebration of the androgynous, of the in-
between. Therefore, I will use the pronoun ‘they’ (and not ‘she’) when referring to Rudra, as 
despite contemplating gender reassignment surgery, they eventually reverse their decision 
by the end of the film. Through parallel intercuts portraying Rudra’s daily existence as a son, 
a dancer, a lover, and a patient preparing for surgery, we witness Tagore’s drama reimagined 
in a contemporary context, with Rudra mirroring the mythical princess Chitrangada.  

The film opens with Rudra in a hospital room, gazing out of the window. Gradually, the 
window morphs into a screen, which then transforms into a stage. On this stage, we witness 
Rudra’s performance for the first time. A graceful dancer, they appear singly on screen, a soft 
light caressing them diagonally. The ‘aalo’ cascading on them does not reveal their body in its 
entirety.  It is neither fully visible nor entirely hidden. Our first glimpse of Rudra, the dancer, 
thus, is not of a man or a woman. It is of someone who is neither, and yet both – a duality 
essential to their being. The camera slowly pulls out, the number of lights increases, and an 
ensemble of ‘Chitrangada’ is revealed – Tagore’s dance drama that Chatterjee is (re)directing. 
Read through Gopinath’s framework, this interplay of light and shadow builds an unruly visual 
field, marked not by revelation but opacity. The queer body here is not illuminated to be 
known. Rather, light collaborates with it to sustain a refusal of stability.  

In ‘Theorising Creative Lighting,’ Alexander Nevill advocates for a theory of lighting that does 
not simply see it as a “neutral medium”xv used to make objects visible within a frame, but as 
a vital force with “a real physical presence in the world.”xvi Drawing from the scholarship of 
Karen Barad and Barbra Bolt, Nevill proposes a shift from a technical understanding of light 
to an ontological understanding, highlighting its continuous correspondence with matter – 
human as well as non-human – to enable image production. He draws an analogy between 
cinematography and pottery, arguing how the cinematographer “works with and through 



IJSD Volume 16: Feminist Perspectives in Screendance 

87 

light” (akin to how the potter works with and through clay) xviiixvii to create a “spiritual”  and 
“transcendental”xix experience of the world. 

The dance drama that Rudra is directing gradually becomes a metaphor for their own life. 
Mirroring the original drama, their union with Partho is highlighted by the song: bodhu kon 
aalo laglo chokhe. This marks the second time we see Rudra perform on stage, this time 
alongside Partho. Framed in a mid-shot, they sit on the stage with their backs touching; Rudra 
wears a red top, while Partho is shirtless. In the initial shot of this scene – perhaps, a dream 
sequence, Rudra is once again cloaked in shadows. A side light accentuates Partho, while rays 
from above brighten the blue background. As the camera continues to pull back, it becomes 
clear that the performance is not solely between Rudra and Partho; the lights partake in the 
performance as well. The sensuous, divine union of the characters on stage is beautifully 
complemented by the lights dancing behind.  

The use of lighting, particularly in relation to the theatrical space, is intriguing in the film. 
Nevill’s postulation of the “performative materiality”xx of light becomes important here, for 
light does not merely illuminate an object in this case, but acts as a material in itself, 
continuously corresponding with the dancing body on the screen. It is never static, argues 
Nevill, but continuously in a state of flux.  It is important to note that Rudra does not only 
dance on stage; we find them performing in their living room and hospital room as well. 
However, the interplay of light and shadow is most pronounced in the theatrical scenes. In 
fact, after undergoing breast implantation surgery, when Rudra attempts to dance in the 
hospital room, they are no longer obscured by shadows. The mirror before which they 
perform acts as a witness to their pain, with light illuminating them evenly.  

The emphasis on pain is important here, for it serves as a reminder of the struggle one 
endures to conform. Rudra’s surgery, as mentioned in the film, was a “technical necessity” 
for them. “All I need from you is a certificate that I am a woman.  I will not change anything. I 
will neither wear a saree nor a salwar kameez. So…to me it’s more of a cosmetic surgery,” 
they tell their surgeon. The surgery would have enabled Rudra to adopt a child with Partho. 
It would legitimize them as a ‘normal’ couple. The surgery, thus, was a step towards a certain 
kind of enclosure. The stage, on the other hand, was the only space where they could express 
themselves, their identity, in its entirety. The stage therefore, served as both a refuge and a 
site of transformation, for it was because of the same stage that Partho entered their life, 
leading to an extraordinary metamorphosis.  

Throughout the film, we never see Partho supporting the idea of gender-reassignment 
surgery. In a pivotal moment, he infact asks Rudra a critical question: “But what about your 
dance, where your body is your main instrument? Why do you want to tamper with that?” 
Rudra replies confidently, “I don’t dance with my body, Partho. It comes from within.” “And 
fortunately, I work with an art form that is genderless… My dance is not limited by my gender, 
and neither is my identity” they continue. As these words resonate in a voiceover, we see 
Rudra dancing freely in their hospital room. A warm, divine light bathes the space, illuminating 
Rudra completely. The dancing self, as if, is the only self that remains. The body changes, but 
the dance endures. This is significant because, in one of the final sequences, when Shubho—
Rudra's counselor, who ultimately reveals himself to be a manifestation of Rudra's own self—
asks how they wish to be remembered, Rudra responds, "as the vivacious, energetic, creative 
dancer." This statement is meaningful because even before deciding to call off the surgery 
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just the night before, Rudra preferred to be remembered as a dancer, not a woman. This 
choice reflects a profound truth: the identity of a dancer takes precedence over that of a 
woman. If the surgical body promises legibility within juridical and familial frameworks, the 
dancing body remains unruly. It remains excessive, ephemeral, and resistant to capture.  

Dance, in Chitrangada, therefore, is not merely a creative performance, but an existential one 
as well. Despite exemplifying great examples of cine-dance, where the dance scenes can be 
endlessly appreciated for their artistic finesse, it is impossible to view them as just that. The 
dancing body embodies a deeply political and affective medium of self-expression, which, akin 
to the lights that accompany it, is always in a state of flux.  

Conclusion: 

In both Joyland and Chitrangada: The Crowning Wish, dance emerges not as a spectacle of 
consumption, but as a mirror repositioning the dancing body as a site of labour, pain, desire, 
and gender fluidity. While Joyland subverts the item number by strategically distancing its 
camera from the performers’ bodies, emphasizing the discomfort and materiality of 
performance, Chitrangada mobilizes light to underscore the gender fluidity intrinsic to dance. 
Together, both films propose a cine-spectatorship, rooted not in passive consumption, but in 
active reception of the dancing bodies.  They further suggest that to dance is not merely to 
move, but to exist otherwise. 

Endnotes: 

i Dir. Rituparno Ghosh,      2012 
ii Dir. Saim Sadiq, 2022 
iii Hassan, 2015 
iv Mukherjee, 2019 
v Sarkar Munsi, 2017, pg. 181 
vi Ibid., 183 
vii Mulvey, 1975  
viii Gopinath, 2018, pg.  
ix Ibid., pg. 4 
x Ibid., pg. 8 
xi When Haider reaches the theatre for the first time and realizes the nature of his job, he 
rushes away to the washroom, bursting out at his friend, Qaiser, saying: “What have you 
thought of me? Am I a gandu?” Here, gandu is a slang used to derogatorily refer to 
homosexuals. 
xii Tagore’s ‘Chitrangada’ (1892) is a dance-drama, based on the mythical character of 
Chitrangada in the Hindu epic Mahabharata. In the story, Chitrangada is the sole heir to the 
King of Manipur. Inspite of the latter’s consistent prayers for a son, when Chitrangada, a 
daughter is born, the king decides to raise her as a warrior prince. Thus, despite being born 
as a woman, she never behaves like one. When she meets the Pandava prince Arjuna during 
his exile, she falls in love with him. However, Arjuna rejects her, considering her a warrior, 
and not a woman. Chitrangada then prays to Madana – the god of love, and becomes 
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surupa – a beautiful woman, thereby winning Arjuna’s affection. However, over time, she 
feels conflicted for Arjuna had fallen in love with an illusion, and not her true self. In the 
end, she reveals her real identity to him, and the couple unite. 
xiii Nag, 2017, pg. 74 
xiv Bakshi, 2017, pg. 243 
xv Nevill, 2021, pg. 9 
xvi Ibid. 
xvii Ibid., pg. 11 
xviii Ibid. 
xix Ibid. 
xx Ibid.  
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Reframing the gaze: K-Pop, agency, and the skilled body in Lathi Khela 

Sumedha Bhattacharya 

Introduction  

In 2016, I embarked on a research journey that culminated in my Master’s dissertation, Lathi-
Khela: Art of Defending the Soul. The project examined the role of gender in sustaining a 
martial-arts dance tradition in Narail, a rural district of southwest Bangladesh. Lathi Khela1, 
translated as “stick play,” is a Bengali martial art historically performed by lathiyals as an 
embodied practice of anti-colonial resistance, structured around discipline, physical prowess, 
and communal protection.  

This work began my long-term engagement with Monalisa—one of the few women in her 
twenties, still practicing Lathi Khela—and now informs the ongoing short documentary film 
we are creating together. Narail is known for its folk performance traditions and dense kinship 
networks, and the socio-cultural setting in which Lathi Khela circulates. Within these kinship 
structures—where lineage and familial reputation shape who participates in cultural 
practices—Lathi Khela has historically been passed from fathers, uncles, and grandfathers to 
sons and nephews and so on, defining it as a male dominated practice. Because the form is 
so deeply tied to resistance, it invites us to reconsider where power resides: in the disciplined 
body, and in the social world that regulates who may embody such power. Women’s entry 
into the form therefore unsettles these inherited pathways, generating both tension and 
possibility. My notes and observations became a way to stay close to the textures of 
Monalisa’s practice—the pauses, repetitions, and quiet stories that rarely enter formal 
archives yet shape how female agency unfolds within martial traditions, offering a small 
counter-archive grounded in feminist ways of attending and listening. 

My Positionality 

As a dancer, ethnographer, and filmmaker, my engagement with Lathi Khela centres on 
understanding the “gender paradox”i embedded within the practice—how women’s 
participation in a male-dominated martial art simultaneously challenges and reproduces 
existing hierarchies within kinship and community. It challenges norms by enabling women to 
enter spaces of physical authority, mastery, and public performance that were historically 
denied to them. At the same time, their participation is often permitted only through male 

1 Publicly accessible videos of Lathi Khela demonstrate the form’s rural, community-based 
performance contexts. See, for example: Narail News. (2024, April 14). Lathi Khela in Narail [Video]. 
YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WGt-d3XkXKI ; Channel 24. (2024, December 21). Ň 
Ŧ ffi Ļ ć-  [Video]. YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ww8NbqHj9nY 

https://doi.org/10.18061/screendance.6300
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WGt-d3XkXKI&utm_source=chatgpt.com
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guardianship—an uncle, father, or teacher—and is shaped by expectations to preserve 
lineage, honour, and discipline, thereby reinscribing the very structures that circumscribe 
their agency.These questions guide my collaboration with Monalisa, where we explore 
presence, negotiation, and authorship within a form not historically designed for women. I 
return to these tensions throughout the article. 

This article offers a preliminary set of observations emerging from a short, ongoing 
documentary project2 and an initial interview with Monalisa. The reflections presented here 
are provisional: they respond closely to the specific moments, gestures, and conversations 
that surfaced during filming rather than attempting to provide a definitive account of 
Monalisa’s relationship to K-pop, martial arts, femininity, or self-image. I ask: How does 
screendance become a portal—a space in which alternative identities may be rehearsed, 
imagined, or negotiated—within the Bangladeshi context? By posing this question, I aim to 
situate Monalisa’s negotiations with the screen within the tension she inhabits: the 
performed masculinity required in Lathi Khela, the assumed association of men with 
discipline, physical prowess, and communal protection and the often concealed femininity 
she explores through her K-pop fandom. 

Camera and the Skilled Body: Reconfiguring Screen Presence 

In June 2024, Monalisa and I, together with her team members, began a collaborative 
filmmaking process in which the camera shifted from a device that records to a space of 
agency and re-framing. As part of this work, Monalisa started making intentional decisions 
about how she looked into, away from, or through the lens while moving, allowing her to 
shape the film’s point of view and the viewer’s experience of her performance. My 
relationship with Monalisa is one of both collaboration and co-creation. We are not merely 
subject and observer. The participatory research methods I facilitated, enabled us to enter 
into a dialogic space where storytelling, movement, and the camera are held in collective 
authorship in the process of documenting Monalisa and her relationship with the camera. We 
worked with participatory camera games, inviting Monalisa and her team players to pair up 
in duets, one as the performer, one as the cameraperson. The participants were required to 
respond to each prompt within a very short time frame, acting intuitively before transitioning 
to the next instruction. For example, I prompted them to change the mobile frame’s 
background as many times as possible within a short interval. This meant Monalisa had 
to make quick, intuitive framing decisions—either by adjusting the camera’s position or by 
moving herself in relation to it—so that each new background appeared on screen. The other 
prompt was to change light, write with the bamboo on the ground and on the screen which 
meant she had to decide in-the-moment the framing, timing, and rhythm of her movement. 
The prompts enabled her to choreograph the relationship between the bamboo, the spatial 
environment, and the bodies of the other participants. Through this method, she not only 
performs Lathi Khela but decides how the cameras should move with her lathi (bamboo stick) 
and find choreographic phrases which would be later used in the film. As one of the few 
women in Lathi Khela, Monalisa’s movement vocabulary emerges from the training she 

2 This film is a part of the Environmental Dance archive initiated by Company Christoph Winkler. 

http://environmental-dance.com/
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inherits through her uncle—a lineage that carries both the technical repertoire and the 
evolving choreographic innovations characteristic of the district Narail’s Lathi Khela tradition. 

Working with the screen introduced a significant shift—from performing within a 
predetermined repertoire to discovering choreographic possibilities that emerged in 
response to her own choices and direction. The screen space thus becomes a site where 
Monalisa emerges not just as a practitioner but as a choreographer, a screen artist, a warrior 
with agency. The camera gives her a persona beyond what she has inhabited in her 
environment (figure 1)  with the spirit of tradition and innovation.  

Harmony Bench’s writing provides a productive theoretical frame for understanding how 
Monalisa’s engagement with the smartphone camera becomes a site of agency. Bench 
conceptualises digital movement practices as a “performative commons… a shared sphere 
produced through ongoing acts of circulation, participation, and relation”.ii 

Figure 1 : Screenshot from the ongoing dance film documentary- Monalisa showing her 
photos. 

Our participatory camera games echoes this dynamic: when Monalisa chooses the angle, 
shifts the background under timed prompts, writes her name with the lathi onto the lens, or 
decides how the frame should follow her, she is not simply being recorded—she is actively 
participating in the co-production of the visual choreography. Bench further notes that 
“digital dances move not because they are fixed choreographies but because they circulate—
as fragments, gestures, and traces of movement information passed along networks of 
users”iii. Monalisa’s improvised frames and gestures, even when shared only within her local 
community or our team, enter this broader logic of circulation. Moreover, Bench describes 
digital circulation as producing “distributed movement ecologies, in which dances accrue 
meaning through bodies moving together across distance, time, and media”iv. This is resonant 
with the way Monalisa’s screen presence extends beyond the Narail field: her filmed 
movements participate in a small but meaningful distributed ecology of viewers, 
collaborators, and digital frames. As Bench reminds us, “makers and audiences co-produce 
dance by sharing, modifying, and recontextualizing one another’s movement”v In this sense, 
the camera does more than document Monalisa’s Lathi Khela—it becomes a medium 
navigating a male-dominated social space as well as a diverse online sphere which allows her 
to claim authorship, agency, and an imaginative space as a young Bangladeshi woman. 
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Drawing from participatory visual ethnographyvi and feminist film praxis shaped by Global 
South traditions such as the Yugantar Collective’s co-created filmsvii and Trinh T. Minh-ha’s 
reflexive documentary style in Reassemblageviii we designed camera exercises that enabled 
Monalisa to choreograph with the camera rather than for it. The Yugantar Collective, founded 
by Deepa Dhanraj, Abha Bhaiya, Meera Rao, and Navroze Contractor, is widely recognized as 
India’s first feminist film collective. Their films such as Tambaku Chaakila Oob Ali (1982)—
were created through extended participatory collaboration with working-class women. 
Rather than imposing an external cinematic vision, the collective spent months living and 
working alongside tobacco factory workers in Nipani, Karnataka developing scripts, 
reenactments, and scenes based entirely on the women’s lived experiences and priorities. As 
Nicole Wolf notes, Yugantar’s method positioned the women not simply as subjects but as 
co-authors who shaped what was filmed, how it was filmed, and how they wished their 
movements and labor to enter the screen. This feminist approach to authorship provides a 
powerful precedent for the collaborative, co-created screendance practice in which Monalisa 
participates. As a filmmaker, instead of occupying the directorial eye, I positioned myself as a 
co-creator, facilitating her choices about framing, rhythm, spatial emphasis, and inscription. 
This redistributed the roles typical in documentary filmmaking, where the filmmaker’s vision 
tends to override the participants.  While the Yugantar Collective provides a foundational 
genealogy for feminist film practice in India, contemporary South Asian practitioners offer 
equally resonant points of connection for this project—though a fuller engagement with their 
works lies beyond the scope of this essay. Artists such as Nalini Malani, whose multi-layered 
video installations interrogate gendered memory and embodied violence; Surekha, whose 
lens-based works explore the politics of looking and the shifting boundaries between public 
and private space; and Madhusree Dutta, whose documentary and video-essay practices 
weave together labour, testimony, and socio-political critique, each model distinct feminist 
approaches to authorship and screen presence that may inform future analyses. 

In Bangladesh, the work of Rahi Hasan—a queer, community-based filmmaker whose practice 
centres women’s lived experience, intergenerational memory, and affective labour—offers 
another contemporary lineage for thinking about visual agency. Their short works such as 35: 
A Diary of Self-Discoveryix  exemplify an intimate, participant-centred documentary approach 
that resonates with the collaborative ethos of this project. Similarly, the documentary Bangla 
Surf Girlsx highlights how young Bangladeshi girls navigate bodily practice, aspiration, and 
social constraint through evolving screen cultures. While this essay does not undertake a 
detailed analytical engagement with these filmmakers, their work opens multiple avenues for 
future inquiry—particularly around how feminist screen practices in South Asia negotiate 
authorship, agency, and embodied self-making. Facilitating prompts—setting the tempo, 
initiating rapid shifts, and framing tasks—does place me in a position of authorial privilege, I 
also approach this as co-choreography rather than direction. My process involves guided 
improvisation in front of the camera rather than collaborative decision-making in the design, 
structuring, or authorship of the film. The form of participation I am working with is indeed 
different from the collective or community-led models associated with Yugantar, Bangla Surf 
Girls, or Rahi Hasan’s practice. The feminist lineage I draw on is not collective filmmaking in 
the strict sense, but feminist camera practice as a relational mode—one in which facilitation 
creates space for the performer to redirect the gaze, intervene in framing, and choreograph 
her screen presence.  My reference to Yugantar, for instance, is not to claim equivalence but 
to position this project in dialogue with a wider feminist sensibility. Through both staged and 
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vérité scenes, Yugantar’s films reveal women generating political consciousness through 
conversation and presenting on camera “ a slow erosion of autonomy within domestic life, 
but what animates these films is their attention to the radical potential of women’s sociality”. 
While our film operates through a different methodological configuration, this emphasis on 
relationality, authorship, and the everyday emergence of feminist agency offers conceptual 
and visual frameworks that may become increasingly relevant as Monalisa’s collaborative 
authorship within screendance continues to evolve. 

Through these exercises, Monalisa’s skilled movements—her grip of the lathi, her footwork, 
her breath—became part of a three-way conversation between body, camera and the space. 
The resulting screen presence is both documentary and dialogic: it documents her practice 
while also reflecting the shared, co-authored process through which the images emerge. This 
resonates with Sarah Whatley’s xi argument in “Born Digital: Dance in the Digital Age,” where 
she proposes that digital tools can “extend the choreographic” by enabling dancers to 
collaborate with cameras in ways that generate new spatial, temporal, and performative 
possibilities. In our context, this extension equalizes agency. The camera becomes a 
responsive partner rather than an external authority, allowing Monalisa to shape not only her 
movement but also the visual and narrative logic of how Lathi Khela enters the screen.  

Monalisa’s relationship to the screen is also shaped by the contrasting modes of physicality 
she must inhabit. Within Lathi Khela she performs a form of disciplined toughness—what 
might be read as a borrowed masculinity because her legitimacy as one of the few women in 
a male-dominated martial tradition requires inhabiting strength in a culturally recognizable 
manner. Her movements must signal force, readiness, and technical control, aligning her with 
a lineage historically coded as masculine. Unlike dominant cinematic portrayals of martial 
arts—which render women powerful only when they mirror masculinized strength—our 
collaborative process highlights how Monalisa’s skilled body subtly reinterprets this inherited 
repertoire. Rather than fully escaping the patriarchal coding embedded in Lathi Khela, she 
experiments with alternative inflections of strength that coexist within it but are not fully 
determined by its masculine lineage. Instead, her screen presence demonstrates an ongoing 
negotiation: performing the inherited repertoire while also introducing variations, rhythms, 
and framings that open up alternative possibilities for how strength is expressed and 
perceived. 

Screen as a Site for Emerging Aspirations 

While Monalisa’s Lathi Khela practice requires her to embody a disciplined, culturally legible 
form of strength—one aligned with a masculine-coded lineage—her relationship with the 
screen gestures toward a different register of aspiration and self-imagination. On camera, 
influences from outside her immediate environment begin to surface, especially those shaped 
by global digital cultures such as K-pop that forms part of her visual and affective horizon: a 
digitally mediated space where she encounters alternative femininities, softness, aspirational 
visibility, and modes of self-imagination that stand in contrast to the disciplined, masculinised 
body she must perform within Lathi Khela. It shapes her internal sense of “what it feels like 
to be seen,” where K-pop is situated as an affective framework rather than a choreographic 
ingredient. 
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Bangladesh has witnessed a significant rise in K-pop culture over the past decade. Research 
on the popularity of Korean pop culture in Bangladeshxii notes that young people actively 
engage with K-pop music videos, choreography practices, and idol culture primarily through 
digital platforms and social media. This local enthusiasm is part of a larger global phenomenon 
known as Hallyu—the “Korean Wave”—a term used to describe the transnational spread of 
South Korean cultural products such as television dramas, pop music, fashion, and digital 
aestheticsxiii.. Rather than a single dance or group, Hallyu refers to a broad cultural movement 
that has reshaped how global youth imagine beauty, performance, and screen-based self-
expression. Monalisa’s own interest in BTS emerges from this wider circulation of Korean 
popular culture, which provides her with a visual and affective vocabulary beyond the 
contours of her local cultural environment. BTS, also known as Bangtan Sonyeondan, which 
translates to Bullet Proof Scout Boys, is a globally popular South Korean boy band formed 
in 2013 under BigHit Entertainment. The group consists of seven members—RM, Jin, Suga, J-
Hope, Jimin, V, and Jungkook—and is known for blending highly stylized choreography, 
emotionally resonant lyrics, and intense audiovisual production that has captivated 
international audiences. BTS has been at the forefront of Hallyu (the Korean Wave), shaping 
not only the global music scene but also aesthetics of masculinity, beauty, and vulnerability 
on screen.  

Beyond martial arts, Monalisa also loves stitching and drawing (Figure 2), often using these 
practices to recreate or reinterpret images from her surroundings. She stitches BTS logos into 
her textiles, sketches idol faces in her notebooks and invents fictional characters. In these 
moments, the page becomes another kind of screen—an imaginative surface on which she 
rehearses identities, translates desires, and experiments with visibility. As Douglas Rosenberg 
notes, a “page can operate like a screen: a material surface that receives, reflects, and 
projects images, allowing practice-led and research-led creativity to generate new forms of 
knowledge”xiv. In Monalisa’s case, drawing and stitching function as intimate, low-tech 
screens through which she explores image-making beyond the smartphone camera, crafting 
alternative visual selves in ways that feel safer and more private. 
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Figure 2: Screenshot of Monalisa’s sketches, stitches and BTS logo from the ongoing 
documentary film by author. 

In my conversations with Monalisa, I often encounter the performance of self she must 
inhabit as a female practitioner within a male-dominated martial arts world. But as she 
speaks about her desires, longings, fantasies, and dreams, a different image emerges—one 
less constrained by the expectations of her practice. These moments reveal an opening of 
personhood, a glimpse into the interior worlds that coexist alongside her public martial 
identity. 

Sumedha: What do you like about BTS? Show me a bit! You were showing me your 
drawings. You have a sketchbook, right? Start showing me, slowly! 

Monalisa: This was just a little part of one of their albums. That’s all I had. And this is 
one of their fingers. 

<Monalisa blushes> 

Sumedha: What was the earlier one? Why are you feeling shy? 

Monalisa: This is a cartoon version of BTS. Someone made a cartoon of all the 
members. We really enjoy watching cartoons and anime, so I drew their faces in a 
cartoon style. 
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Sumedha: All the names are here!3 

Monalisa mentions her desire to sketch K-pop stars in her personal sketch book. However, in-
between the conversations, there were pauses and laughter where she blushed and 
expressed a sense of shyness, which I never encountered when she was learning or 
performing Lathi Khela. There is also a certain outlook as a female she consciously or 
unconsciously embodies during this time. In her conversations she mentioned specifically 
how “cute” they look, each of these anime and BTS characters, the ‘cuteness’ a comment she 
makes on a group of males. An interest in K-pop can be deeply intertwined with self-image, 
particularly for young women in South Asia, not because they directly imitate idols, but 
because K-pop operates as a powerful visual–affective ecosystem. It offers a globalized 
vocabulary of gesture, expression, and presence that shapes how bodies are imagined, styled, 
and performed on screen. Through tightly choreographed performances, intimate camera 
angles, and curated emotional registers, K-pop trains viewers in how a body might look, move, 
or hold the gaze. For someone like Monalisa, who moves between the disciplined physicality 
of Lathi Khela and the visual worlds she encounters online, K-pop becomes a resource for 
imagining herself differently. Its aesthetics—softness, vulnerability, fierceness, poise—
provide alternative modes of self-presentation that are not readily available in her everyday 
environment. Rather than straightforward imitation, what emerges is a quiet internal archive: 
a set of visual cues, fantasies, and affective textures that influence how she inhabits the 
screen, how she feels about being seen, and how she negotiates visibility in a male-dominated 
practice. In this sense, K-pop forms part of the broader visual ecology through which she 
experiments with identity, aspiration, and authorship. 

In our conversations, when she spoke about BTS, a different register appeared: she smiled 
shyly, her tone softened, and she briefly became a young woman expressing pleasure, 
admiration, and a kind of sensitive playfulness that rarely surfaces in her martial presence. 
This moment revealed that her desires are not confined to the figure she performs in Lathi 
Khela. K-pop opens a separate imaginative space—one that is affectively rich, emotionally 
expressive, and non-masculine. While the full implications of this contrast remain beyond the 
scope of this short article and require deeper ethnographic engagement, these glimpses show 
how Monalisa negotiates multiple embodied identities through screen culture, revealing 
possibilities for agency that exceed the frame of the martial body alone. 

“Bhalo lage” “feeling good” is what she mentions as she sketches, stitches and creates new 
imaginations with their K-pop imagery. For her Kpop came via youtube and her sister editing 
videos on K-Pop music. For her, this screendance mediates feminine longingxv and self-
fashioning in the life of Monalisa, a Lathi Khela martial arts practitioners, and one of the few 
women who are enabled to practice in Bangladesh. While Lathi Khela demands strength, 
restraint, and masculine-coded discipline, K-pop choreography offers an alternative soft yet 
stylized movement vocabulary.  

She also mentioned how she does not appreciate characters from fiction and superhero films 
that are ‘nyaka’ or ones where the women are overtly feminine. 

3 The conversation was filmed in the house of Monalisa by the author, in Narail Bangladesh as a part 
of the ongoing short dance documentary film project in June 2024. 
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Monalisa:  Power bolte bojhay je mane dui ekjon ase nah dhoren ami ekta movie 
dekhtesi ba kono cinema dekhtesi ba kono natok dekhtesi tar bhitore oije nyaka nyaka 
thake nah amar oi mohila-der nyaka nyaka vabta bhalo lage na. Mohila hoile nyaka 
hoite hobe emon to kono kotha nei. Purusher cheye beshi mohila-ra strong. Nyaka 
character amar beshi bhalo lage na. Jegula powerful jar kauke lage na. Mane ekai jar 
kono nayok lage na, jar kono hero lage na. Ekai hero ekai heroine orokom character 
amar beshi bhalo lage. Ei je eitate dui hate gun niye fighter-e jachhe. 

Monalisa: Power means — suppose I am watching a movie or show — and there are 
these overly delicate, fragile women characters — I don’t like that. Just because 
someone’s a woman doesn’t mean she has to act weak. Women are stronger than 
men. I don’t like the overly dainty types. I like the ones who don’t need a hero — 
they’re their own hero. Like this one — she’s going to a fight with guns in both hands! 

Monalisa often gravitates toward screen characters where women take up space without 
relying on a ‘nayak’ or hero figure. This preference is shaped by and shaped her own viewing 
practices—including South Asian serials, Bangladeshi music videos, and K-pop performance 
aesthetics. As scholars such as Suk-Young Kim and Dong-Yeon Kohxvi note, K-pop relies on a 
highly systematized performance economy in which movement, lighting, camera angles, 
costume, and even emotional tone are meticulously pre-designed. In tightly controlled 
contexts such as BTS’s choreography videos, performative agency is limited not because the 
performers lack skill, but because the camera, editing, and production system pre-determine 
the terms of expressivity. What appears spontaneous or intimate—soft vulnerability, the 
“beautiful boy,” the slow-motion glance—is carefully engineered to conform to an imagined 
global gaze. 

Monalisa’s own screen presence operates differently, though it does not disregard aesthetic 
concerns and desires. Her movements in Lathi Khela arise from predetermined martial 
sequences, inherited gestures from her uncle. At the same time, she is deeply influenced by 
the screen cultures she consumes, which inevitably shape how she sees men in different 
ways. Rather than excluding aesthetic aspiration—something neither she nor I can claim—we 
can see her practice as occurring within a grey zone where desire for beauty, desire for 
authorship, and desire for visibility coexist. She inhabits the screen as both a martial artist 
who decides how her story is told beyond pre-designed movements or stylistic cuts, and as a 
woman- who  expresses her aspirations and her desire to look at men differently. 

Her choices are also shaped by the social worlds she moves through. As a young woman in a 
rural Bangladeshi martial arts community, she is invited into the practice through kinship 
structures. It was because her uncle made the decision of including women and was 
acceptable to the larger community as a man of privilege. The camera becomes a space where 
she can experiment with forms of self-presentation that she must conceal in the courtyard or 
family home. Her shyness, playfulness, her desire to be seen is as important as what she 
shows during her performance in Lathi Khela. The feminist possibility here lies not in 
producing an image free of aesthetic influence, but in Monalisa’s ongoing negotiation of 
visibility, desire, and safety— an aesthetic she can live with, that represents her more 
truthfully.  
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Conclusion 

Screendance as an aesthetic and a process invites us to see a feminist space precisely because 
it allows for the choreographing of gaze, camera, and body in dialogue. The gaze in 
screendance, when reframed by the performer, has the potential to unsettle patriarchal 
hierarchies embedded in traditional film grammar. Conventional film language often 
positions the dancer at a distance—visually controlled by the filmmaker through fixed 
framing, external direction, and an objectifying point of view. When the performer actively 
engages the camera, this distance is replaced by a relational exchange, allowing the performer 
to shape how she is seen. 

Our ongoing documentary film uses these insights and repositions them within a South Asian 
martial arts context. Rather than treating the screen as a passive frame, the filming process 
becomes a space of negotiation in which Monalisa determines which movements are 
foregrounded and which remain at the edges. Through her decisions about framing and 
timing, she shapes what the screen ultimately reveals.The reversal of the gaze is in the sense 
that she directs the lens and thereby directs the viewer’s attention. This conversation 
between Monalisa and her screen presence, makes a case for Monalisa’s everyday practices 
and how she forms a quiet choreography of longing—where the screen becomes a portal to 
rehearse, dwell in, and materialize alternate feminine selves. These acts emerge in contrast 
to the disciplined, masculine-coded body she is required to perform in martial arts. 
Positioning this film within feminist screendance scholarship shifts the focus from the screen 
as an object to the relational field produced through camera, choreography, and embodied 
decision-making. This field enables expressions that exceed straightforward presentation or 
re-presentation of identity. It allows for the emergence of subtle, often concealed registers 
of feminine longing and aspiration—registers that are frequently marginalised in dominant 
visual cultures. Within this expanded relational space, screendance operates as a mode of 
critique, challenging normative gendered aesthetics and opening space for self-making 
through bodily nuance, experimentation, and refusal. Here, longing is not a lack, but a 
generative space which is felt, crafted, and embodied. 

These observations will be developed further in future fieldwork in Bangladesh, where I plan 
to engage in a more sustained set of conversations with Monalisa about her viewing practices, 
her evolving sense of self on screen, and how she negotiates the gap between performing a 
masculine-coded martial repertoire and inhabiting more private, feminized registers shaped 
by K-pop and other media. As the project moves from rough cuts toward a short film and 
eventually a feature-length film, we plan to screen each iteration within Monalisa’s 
community in Narail. These screenings are an essential part of the collaborative ethos of the 
project. Although my method differs from collective filmmaking models such as those of 
Yugantar or Bangla Surf Girls—where authorship is shared from the outset—our process aims 
to build collaboration over time by inviting multiple layers of participation, response, and co-
interpretation. The community sharings are therefore not merely feedback sessions: they are 
part of an intentional shift toward a more communal shaping of the film, where meaning-
making is negotiated with those who inhabit the world the film emerges from. 

In these conversations we will refine the questions that matter to Monalisa and her peers: 
How does she imagine the audience for this film? Does she want it to circulate primarily within 
her practitioner circle, within Narail, or more publicly beyond Bangladesh? How does her 
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engagement with K-pop shape the sense she has of herself as a woman working within a 
deeply gendered martial arts tradition? And what are her aspirations for her lathi 
khela team—the group of young practitioners she trains with daily and who participated in 
the prompt-based camera exercises during filming? 

By returning each stage of the project to the community, the film gradually moves from being 
directed by my facilitation toward becoming a co-authored space—an unfolding process in 
which Monalisa, her team, and her wider community participate in shaping how their stories 
will appear and circulate on screen. At this stage, these remain open and emergent lines of 
inquiry rather than conclusions. The current essay offers preliminary reflections, while the 
next phase of fieldwork will allow for deeper ethnographic engagement with the community 
reception of the film, Monalisa’s aspirations for the project, and the evolving intersections 
between martial practice, fandom, and self-representation on screen. 
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Interview Transcript and English translation: 

Sumedha: Bolchhiles na je tui BTS-er gaan deklam. Ekhon tui bol je tor jibone BTS kobe ashe? 
Ekdom opposite ekta jinis. Eita amra jiboneo bhabte pari nai! K-pop-e tumi dhukbe ar tomar 
eto bhalobasha je... 

Monalisa: Chhobi aki! 

Sumedha: Chhobi aka! 

Monalisa: Chhobi collect kori. Oder bag ache amar kachhe. Oder shob jinis ektu ektu kore 
ache. Phoner gallery-te oder chhobio rakha ache. To eita kivabe hoy? Ami 2019 shale prothom 
prothom... amar boner kachhe class two theke phone. Amar kachhe tokhon phone chhilo na. 
Amar bhai amar kachhe phone dey nai age or kachhe phone dise. To phone-e YouTube 
dekhto. Or edit korar beshi shokh. To o edit-er bhitore jokhon jaito dekhe je BTS niye onek 
edit ache jara edit tidit kore. To ota dekhar pore o oder niye research kore je ora kara. O oder 
niye video banabe. Setar pore video-gulo or pochhondo hoy. Tarpor aste aste o oder gaan 
shunte thake video edit korar jonne gaan shunte thake. O dekhar pore or ar amar shomporko 
erokom je o chhoto holao jaei krook na keno o amake bole, amar shob kichu o jane. Emonki 
amar Facebook-er password, phoner password sobi o jane. To amake bole dekh apu dekh 
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ekhane erokom ekta ye esheche oder video amra dekhi. Tarpor dekhte dekhte sobar naam 
shob kichu jana hoye geshe. Tarpor theke oder bhalo lage. 

Sumedha: BTS-er ki jinista bhalo lage? Ektu dekha to! Emne-o akao tui dekhachhilis. Ekta 
drawing book ache. Dekhano shuru kor! Aste aste! 

Monalisa: Eita holo oder ekta album-er iya chhilo etotuku shudhu. Eita diye ar eita hochhe 
ekjoner angul. 

Sumedha: Ager-ta ki? Keno lojja kisher? 

Monalisa: Eita holo oder niye ekta cartoon toiri hoise BTS to oitate character-gula eibhabe 
cartoon-er moto kora. Amader cartoon dekhte anime dekhte khub bhalo lage. To sei jonne 
oder face-gulo cartoon-er moto kore aka. 

Sumedha: Sobar naam ache! 

Monalisa: Hya hya! Sobar naam ache. Amar anime dekhte bhalo lage. Ami onek anime dekhi. 
Eita hochhe Naruto prothom prothom jokhon dekhshilam. Eita onek ager. Eita oije Joker-er 
ekta movie ber hoichhilo. Mane ami movie, anime jaai dekhi na keno je character-ta amar 
bhalo lage se character-ta ami akar chesta kori. 

Camera woman: Eitar mane ki? 

Monalisa: Eitar mane holo V er haat, BTS-er duita member. Ekjoner naam holo Kim Seok Jin 
ar ekjoner naam holo Jimin. To oder dujoner holo angul-er bhitore ektu tofat ache. Ekjoner-
ta ektu lomba ar ar ekjoner-ta ektu short. Ora dujon best friend to ora dekhay je er angul-ta 
boro er angul-ta chhoto. To eita beshi cute lage ei jonno ami ei moment-ta enke rakshi. Ar 
eita holo BTS-er ekta member ache Suga or notun ekta album ber hoichhilo rapping ese to ei 
costume-ta porchhilo. Oder traditional je dress-ta to eita dekhe amar khub bhalo lagchhilo to 
eita ami akchi. Eita holo Kim Taehyung. 

Eitao ekta anime-r character. E villain thake. Villain-ta eto powerful thake amar eto bhalo lage. 
Tarpor ami villain-tar chhobi aki. 

Sumedha: Shob jaigay signature-ta Mona diyechhis! 

Monalisa: Hya! Amar naamta dewa. Ami prothom prothom jokhon chhobi aktam kothao 
kothao ditam sobai bolto je tor aka na. Tarpor jokhon-i ami chhobi aki amar naamta ami likhe 
rakhi jate sobai bujhe je eita amar aka. Ei je ekta. Eita to sobai chine! 

Sumedha: Venom! 

Monalisa: Hya! Eita emnei akchhilam arki. 

Sumedha: Tor phuler shathe eto fascination dekhchhi kire? 

Monalisa: Hya phool-tool akte to bhalo lag-ei! 
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Sumedha: Kono favorite phool ache tor? 

Monalisa: Hya! Eita ekta anime. Bhuter ekta anime chhilo sekhane bhuter character-ta amar 
khub beshi bhalo lage. 

Sumedha: Keno? 

Monalisa: Mane khub-i bhoyonkor chhilo ota dekhte. Jaderke dekhte sobar theke alada lage 
tader-ke ami ye kore rakhi. 

Sumedha: Toro shobshomoy onnorokom… 

Monalisa: Hya amar-o ichchha kore ami doshjoner theke ektu alada hobo jate manush amake 
notice kore. Eita holo Namjoon. BTS-er leader! Tar chhobi ami akchi. Eita bari asar porporei 
akchi. Dui tin din age aka ei chhobita. Eitao ekta villain. Amar villain beshi bhalo lage. Amar 
kachhe villain-er beshi collection! Eitao oije ekta movie ber hoichhilo nah er naam ki jeno 
chhilo mone aste na! 

Camera: Maleficent? 

Monalisa: Hya! Eitao ekta villain! Spider-man! Ar eita to Catboy ar Ladybug! 

Sumedha: Kono shomoy hoy nah je jinista amra aki seta amader paarchai hoy! 

Monalisa: Hya! Ar ekhane holo BTS ra jokhon airport-e jaay tokhon oder fashion ektu alada 
hoy. Tokhon ora je dress pore jaay jeta bhalo lagse seita ami enke rakshi. Ei je ekta chhobi. 
Eita holo ora fun kore jar bhagye je character-ta uthbe se sei character-ta korbe. Ekhane Min 
Yoongi-er ekta meyer character uthhe to wig lagaiye ekta meye saje. Eita khub bhalo lage tai 
chhobi-ta aki. Eita emnei akchhilam ratre bela korte korte. Eita holo Jimin airport-er look-ta. 

Sumedha: Shade-o diyechhis tui! 

Monalisa: Eita emnei akchhilam ami. Try kori. 

Sumedha: Ektu ektu dekhi eita! Hoom! 

Monalisa: Eita asole…..! Eitao ekta cute character. Eitao anime-r ekta cute character ore bole 
Anaya. Eita holo anime-r naamta jeno ki? Hoom... Spy Family! Spy Family-r bhitore e holo 
mone mone ki kotha bole se bujhte pare. Shob kichu jante pare arki. To ei jonno arki aka. 
Eitao ekta. 

Sumedha: Eigula shob fighting type-er! 

Monalisa: Hya ei je haate ekta chhuri-r moto ache! 

Sumedha: Shob kintu character tor fighting related ami dekchhi! 
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Monalisa: Hya! Eikhane! Amar biral khub pochhondo. Eikhane ekekta biral ekek dhoroner 
movement kore. Ei je eita amar eikhane aka. Anime-r chokhgula! Amar ichchha ache jibone 
ami erokom hair style-gulo korbo sei hair style-gulo aki ami jegulo korte chai. 

Sumedha: Dekhi ektu! Eitar ektu short nis! 

Monalisa: Eikhan theke eita amar kora ache. Ar ekhono eigulo amar kora hoy ni. Ekhon 
ichchha ache eigulo korar. 

Sumedha: Chultae shob kichu amader! 

Monalisa: Hya! Eita holo Doraemon. Amar eitar bhitore shob holo anime character-gulo. 
Doraemon, Shinchan, Pokémon, Tom and Jerry. 

Sumedha: Pikachu-r Pika Pika awazta bol? 

Monalisa: Pikachu! Ar eita mane emnei chhoto ekta bachchar paa ekjon haate dhore ache 
eita akchhilam. 

Sumedha: Eita ektu zoom kor! 

Monalisa: Eita ekta! 

Sumedha: Abar pata mane ekta oddbhut rokomer tor dekchhi ami pata shorirer bhitore... 

Sumedha: Abar pata mane ekta oddbhut rokomer tor dekchhi ami pata sharirer bhitor.. 

Monalisa: Eita ami kivabe anchhilam mathay! Eita holo dekhben amader purono barite gachh, 
pata, lata jorokom hoy nah! To ami bhabchhilam oita onek beshi shundor lage. Oita jodi 
mukhe eshe erokom hoy aro beshi shundor lagbe. Sei hisebe ami eita korchhilam je deyal-er 
moto kore. Eita mukh ar tar ashe pashe chul thakle jorokom gachh jonmo ney eita serokomi. 
Eita holo Chinese ekta baccha. Bacchata ke TikTok-e dekhe onek beshi cute lage! Chocolate 
khachhe! To seita ami aaki. Eita holo Pinocchio. Ar eita holo Mishor-er je rani. Unar chhobi 
akaar cheshta kori. Uni naki onek sundori. Uni onek powerful nari amar bhalo lage! Eitao! 
Sumedha: Tui jokhon nari banas tokhon power dekhis! 

Monalisa: Hya! Je powerful amar se character-e bhalo lage! 

Sumedha: Power bolte ki bujhish? 

Monalisa: Power bolte bojhay je mane dui ekjon ase nah dhoren ami ekta movie dekhtesi ba 
kono cinema dekhtesi ba kono natok dekhtesi tar bhitore oije nyaka nyaka thake nah amar oi 
mohila-der nyaka nyaka vabta bhalo lage na. Mohila hoile nyaka hoite hobe emon to kono 
kotha nei. Purusher cheye beshi mohila-ra strong. Nyaka character amar beshi bhalo lage na. 
Jegula powerful jar kauke lage na. Mane ekai jar kono nayok lage na, jar kono hero lage na. 
Ekai hero ekai heroine orokom character amar beshi bhalo lage. Ei je eitate dui hate gun niye 
fighter-e jachhe. 
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Sumedha: Dekhi dekhi ke eita? 

Monalisa: Eita ekta spy-er movie dekhchhilam. Movie-te ekta meye chhilo je ei bhabe thash 
thash kore guli kore shobai ke ekdom. Eita anime ekta character. Eita scary ekta.. 

Sumedha: Duto side! 

Monalisa: Hya! Duto side! Ekta holo bhalo side ekta holo kharap side. Eitao ekta powerful 
character. Ar eke to shobai chene! Keno? Medusa! Chule oije shap-er iya thake je abishapto. 
Er dike je takay se pathorer hoye jay. Eitao anime-r ekta character. Eita ekta bachchar chhobi 
ami akaar try korchhilam. 

Sumedha: Ekekta stroke tui eto bhalo korechhis shed-er! 

Monalisa: Eita ekta doggy, pencha. Eita amar ar Taniya-r chhobi. Aankhchilam or ar amar 
erokom chhobi tola chhilo phone-e. Tarpor ei rokom kore aankhchilam eita. Eikhane lekhao 
ache Best Friend. Amar moneo nai eita amar aaka chhilo. Eita Jungkook. Eita holo arekta K-
pop idol arki. Eita SUGA-r ekta Agust name album ber hoichhilo jekhane o nije ekta villain-er 
part kortechhilo nijei ekta rajar part kortechhilo. To sekhane ami ekta chhuri dei, diye churir 
e pithe raja ar o pithe villain. Eita holo arekta anime ache sekhane or nam thake Duruking. 
Japanese bhasha jekhane er mane holo dragon. Ei character-ke bhalo lage se character-er iya. 
Eita SUGA. Eitao ekta character. Eikhane chhoto ekta baccha jolpori type-er arki. Porir baccha 
ar pori. Eita Moana chhotobelar. Eita to R.D. JR. Try korchi akaar! 

Sumedha: Ke eita? 

Meye: Iron Man! Robert Downey Junior! 

Sumedha: Khub bhalo hoyeche! 

Monalisa: Eita holo panir bhitore ekjon hat dichhe to etotukute mangsho ache etotukute 
haddhi. Jototukute hat dise mangsho gole haddhi ber hoye geshe se rokom ekta jinis akchhi. 

Sumedha: Tor eita dekchhi je half eita half oita. Duto-i nature dekhano cheshta korish. 

Monalisa: Hya amar duto-i vallage! 

Sumedha: Ei je character-ta! Banali machher ekta! 

Monalisa: Eita oije ekta game ache nah coin collect korte hoy. Sei game-er character-ta! Amar 
ei hair style-ta khub bhalo lage! Eita ami ei jonno aakchhi eikhane. Ar kichu bodh hoy nei 
shesh! 

Sumedha: Khoris to aka ekhono? 

Monalisa: Hya! Ei je jerokom ei akata ami last korchi. Aro ekta ache jeta half hoiche half hoy 
nai. Amar chhobi aaktteo beshi time lage nah. Mane eita shuru korle 20 minute 30 minute-r 
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modhhe ekta chhobi aka hoye jay. Shudhu bhaplei je ami erokom ekta chhobi aakte chai or 
porei hoye jay aka. 

Sumedha: Ekdin aka dekhte chai tor. Ache kono sketch pen? 

Monalisa: Eikhane to nei. Onno room-e ache. 

Sumedha: Thik ache. 

Meye: Amar kachhe ekta kichu ache. 

Sumedha: Taile ekta shot nei jekhane tui akchhis khali page-e. Kichu aak! 

Monalisa: Amar ekta chhobi ache half aaka oita ki niye ashbo? Amar bon-ke ektu dak den 
tahole o ene dibe chhobita. 

Sumedha: You were saying you just watched BTS’s songs. Now tell me — when did BTS come 
into your life? It’s something totally opposite! We could’ve never imagined this in life! 
That you would get into K-pop and love them so much that… 

Monalisa: I draw their pictures! 

Sumedha: You draw their pictures! 

Monalisa: I collect their pictures. I have their bag. I have a little bit of all their stuff. I’ve even 
got their photos saved in my phone gallery. How did that happen? In 2019, my younger sister 
had a phone from Class 2. I didn’t have one back then. My brother didn’t give me a phone, 
gave it to her instead. So she used to watch YouTube. She really liked editing. While editing, 
she came across lots of BTS fan edits. After watching those, she did some research on who 
they were. She decided to make videos about them. Then she started liking their songs — first 
for her edits, then just listening. And even though she’s younger than me, she tells me 
everything. She even knows my Facebook password, phone password — everything. So she 
said, “Apu, look! Look what I found!” And we started watching BTS videos together. Slowly, 
we learned all their names and started really liking them. 

Sumedha: What do you like about BTS? Show me a bit! You were showing me your drawings. 
You have a sketchbook, right? Start showing me, slowly! 

Monalisa: This was just a little part of one of their albums. That’s all I had. And this is one of 
their fingers. 

Sumedha: What was the earlier one? Why are you feeling shy? 

Monalisa: This is a cartoon version of BTS. Someone made a cartoon of all the members. We 
really enjoy watching cartoons and anime, so I drew their faces in a cartoon style. 

Sumedha: All the names are here! 

Monalisa: Yeah, yeah! All their names are written. I love watching anime. I watch a lot of it. 
This one is from Naruto — back when I first started watching it. It’s really old. And this is from 
the Joker movie that came out. Basically, whenever I watch a movie or anime, if I like a 
character, I try to draw them. 



IJSD Volume 16: Feminist Perspectives in Screendance 

108 

Camera woman: What does this mean? 

Monalisa: This shows V’s hand. Two BTS members — one is Kim Seok-Jin and the other is 
Jimin. There’s a slight difference between their fingers — one’s is longer, one’s shorter. They 
are best friends and show this gesture, and I found it really cute, so I drew that moment. And 
this one is from SUGA’s new album — he was rapping in a traditional outfit. I loved that look 
so I drew it. This is Kim Taehyung. This too is an anime character — a villain. I like villains who 
are very powerful. So I drew this villain. 

Sumedha: You’ve signed every one of your drawings with “Mona”! 

Monalisa: Yeah! I started putting my name because earlier when I used to draw, people would 
say it wasn’t mine. Now I write my name so people know I drew it. See this one — everyone 
knows who it is! 

Sumedha: Venom! 

Monalisa: Yeah! I just felt like drawing it. 

Sumedha: You seem to have a fascination with flowers too? 

Monalisa: Yeah, I enjoy drawing flowers! 

Sumedha: Do you have a favorite flower? 

Monalisa: Yeah! This one is from an anime — a ghost anime. The ghost character really stuck 
with me. 

Sumedha: Why? 

Monalisa: It looked so scary — different from the rest. I like characters who stand out. 

Sumedha: You always like the unusual ones... 

Monalisa: Yeah, I want to be a little different from others — so people notice me. This one’s 
Namjoon — BTS’s leader! I drew this right after coming home, just two or three days ago. 
Another villain. I have more villain sketches than heroes. This one is from that movie — what 
was it called? 

Camera: Maleficent? 

Monalisa: Yeah! That’s one. Then there’s Spider-Man! And this is Catboy and Ladybug! 

Sumedha: Don’t you ever feel like the things we draw reflect who we are? 

Monalisa: Yeah! And this one — BTS at the airport. Their fashion is so unique. I drew outfits 
that I liked. This one’s them having fun — there was a game to pick a random character and 
roleplay. Min Yoongi got a girl character, so he wore a wig and acted like a girl. I loved it and 
drew it. Just something I was doing late at night. This is Jimin’s airport look. 

Sumedha: You’ve even done shading! 

Monalisa: I was just trying it out. 

Sumedha: Let me see this one too! Hoom! 
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Monalisa: This is…! A cute anime character called Anya. From Spy Family! She can read 
people’s thoughts. That’s why I drew her. Another one here. 

Sumedha: These are all fighting-type characters! 

Monalisa: Yeah, look — holding a knife! 

Sumedha: All your characters are fight-related, I notice! 

Monalisa: Yeah! And I love cats. Here’s a drawing of cats in different movements. These are 
anime eyes! I want to try out hairstyles from anime — I draw the ones I want to do someday. 

Sumedha: Show me! This one looks short? 

Monalisa: Yeah, this one’s mine. Haven’t done all of them yet. But I want to. 
This one’s Doraemon. All anime characters — Doraemon, Shinchan, Pokémon, Tom and Jerry. 

Sumedha: Say Pikachu’s Pika Pika sound? 

Monalisa: Pikachu! 
This one’s just a little baby’s foot being held. I drew it. 

Sumedha: Zoom in on this one! 

Monalisa: This one! 

Sumedha: Again, I see a strange leaf-body kind of thing... 

Monalisa: I don’t know what I was thinking! In our old house, we had plants and creepers — 
they were so pretty. I imagined how it would look if those leaves grew on a face — would be 
even more beautiful. I drew it like a wall — a face surrounded by hair that looks like a growing 
plant. This one’s a Chinese baby I saw on TikTok. It was eating chocolate — so cute, I had to 
draw it. This is Pinocchio. And this is the Queen of Egypt. I tried to draw her — she’s supposed 
to be very beautiful and powerful. I love powerful women characters! 

Sumedha: So when you draw women, you show power! 

Monalisa: Yeah! I love powerful characters! 

Sumedha: What do you mean by power? 

Monalisa: Power means — suppose I am watching a movie or show — and there are these 
overly delicate, fragile women characters — I don’t like that. Just because someone’s a 
woman doesn’t mean she has to act weak. Women are stronger than men. I don’t like the 
overly dainty types. I like the ones who don’t need a hero — they’re their own hero. 
Like this one — she’s going to a fight with guns in both hands! 

Sumedha: Let me see — who’s this? 

Monalisa: It’s from a spy movie I saw. There was a woman who shot down everyone — thash 
thash! This one’s a scary anime character... 

Sumedha: Two sides! 

Monalisa: Yeah! One good, one evil. Also a powerful character. And everyone knows this one! 

Sumedha: Who? 
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Monalisa: Medusa! With snakes in her hair. Whoever looks at her turns to stone. This one’s 
from anime too. And this one is a kid’s character I tried drawing. 

Sumedha: You’ve done the strokes and shading so well! 

Monalisa: This one’s a doggy… and an owl. This is me and Taniya — we took a picture like 
this, and I tried drawing it. It says “Best Friend” here. I don’t even remember drawing it. This 
is Jungkook. Another K-pop idol. 
This is from SUGA’s album Agust D — he played both a king and a villain. So I drew a dagger 
— a king on one side and villain on the other. 
This one’s from an anime — his name is Duruking. In Japanese it means dragon. I like his 
character. 
This one’s SUGA again. And this is a mermaid-child kind of character. A fairy child. This is 
Moana — her childhood version. And this is R.D. Jr — I tried drawing him! 

Sumedha: Who’s this? 

Girl: Iron Man! Robert Downey Jr! 

Sumedha: It’s really well done! 

Monalisa: This one’s underwater — a hand reaching out. Half flesh, half bone — as if the skin 
melted off. That’s what I drew. 

Sumedha: I see you often mix two things in one — nature and body... 

Monalisa: Yeah, I like both! 

Sumedha: Who’s this character? A Bengali fish? 

Monalisa: This is from a game — you collect coins. I love the hairstyle, so I drew it. I think 
that’s all — I’m done! 

Sumedha: Do you still draw regularly? 

Monalisa: Yeah! This one here is the last I did. One more that’s half done. It doesn’t take me 
long to draw — once I imagine it, I can finish one in 20-30 minutes. 

Sumedha: Someday I want to see you draw live. Do you have any sketch pens? 

Monalisa: Not here — they’re in another room. 

Sumedha: Okay then. 

Camera: I have something with me. 

Sumedha: Then let’s take a shot where you’re drawing — just a blank page. Draw something! 

Monalisa: I have a half-finished sketch — should I bring it? Call my sister — she’ll get it for 
me. 
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“No Longer/Not Yet”: a Phenomenological Study of Performers’ Backstage 
Experience 

Dara Milovanovic 

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, I 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 I conducted with her, she chose to concentrate on the challenge of “looking outside 
of the typical”i 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,” ii that included more 
than taking dance classes and rehearsing. Through this process of witnessing dancers, Elder 
says 

“I 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, I 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.”iii 

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, 
I aim to discuss Elder’s film to disturb the traditional ideas in film theory of passive and 
gendered gaze. Applying Vivian Sobchack’iv 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.”v 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”vi 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,”vii 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”viii 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”ix 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,”x 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’sxi 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.”xii  Emphasis on breath and other sounds, encompasses a form of hearing the 
materiality of the body. Relying on Irigaray’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.”xiii  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.”xiv  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”xv 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”xvi 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.”xvii   

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,”xviii I 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.”xix 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.”xx   

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”

xxiii

xxi 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.”xxii  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: 

“I think that when I am holding a camera and looking through the lens maybe 
what I 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.”xxiv 

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’sxxv 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”

xxvii

xxviii

xxvi adds a queer, subversive 
aspect to Elder’s film. Quinlivan  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.”   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.  

i Elder interview, 2025 
ii Ibid.  
iii Ibid.  
iv Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts 
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v Marks, The Skin of the Film, 162 
vi Sobchack quoted in Quinlivan, On how Queer Cinema might feel, 67. 
vii Quinlivan, On how Queer Cinema might feel, 67. 
viii Columpar, 113. 
ix Blanco Borelli, Hip Work: Undoing the Tragic Mulata, 64 
x Young, On female body experience: throwing like a girl and other essays, 25 
xi Blanco Borelli, Hip Work: Undoing the Tragic Mulata, 65 
xii Quinlivan, On how Queer Cinema might feel,  64 
xiii Ibid., 70 
xiv Ibid., 70 
xv Ibid., 64 
xvi Ibid., 70 
xvii Elder interview, 2025 
xviii Ibid.  
xix Ibid. 
xx Ibid.  
xxi Ibid. 
xxii Blanco Borelli, 65 
xxiii Elder interview, 2025 
xxiv Ibid.  
xxv Rosenberg, Screendance 2012 
xxvi Quinlivan, On how Queer Cinema might feel, 64 
xxvii Ibid.  
xxviii Marks quoted in Quinlivan, On how Queer Cinema might feel, 67. 

References 

Blanco Borelli, Melissa (2015) “Hip Work: Undoing the Tragic Mulata” Black Performance 
Theory. Eds. Gonzales, A. & DeFrantz, T. Durham: Duke University Press, 2015. 63-84. 
https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822377016-005  

Columpar, Corrin. (2003) “The dancing body: Sally Potter as a feminist auteure.” Women 
filmmakers: refocusing. Eds. Levitin, J., Plessis, J., & Raoul, V. New York and London: Routledge, 
2003. 108-118. https://doi.org/10.59962/9780774850407-013  

Elder, Jacquelyn. Interview with author. Virtual Interview via Googlemeet. February 2, 2025. 

Elder, Jacquelyn. NO LONGER/NOT YET. Vimeo. (2025) 
[https://vimeo.com/990893991/58b2e9b1b9?&login=true#_=_] 

Grosz, Elizabeth. Volatile bodies: toward a corporeal feminism. Bloomington and Indianapolis: 
Indiana University Press, 1994.  

Marks, Laura U. The Skin of film: Intercultural cinema, embodiment, and the senses. Durham 
and London: Duke University Press, 2000. https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822381372  

Pakes, A. (2011) “Phenomenology and dance: Husserlian meditations.” Dance Research 
Journal, 43.2 (2011):33-49. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0149767711000040  

https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822377016-005
https://doi.org/10.59962/9780774850407-013
https://vimeo.com/990893991/58b2e9b1b9?&login=true%23_=_
https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822381372
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0149767711000040


121 

Rosenberg, Douglas. (2012) Screendance: inscribing the ephemeral image. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2012. https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199772612.001.0001  

Sobchak, Vivian. Carnal Thoughts: embodiment and moving image culture. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2004. https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520937826  

Quinlivan, Davina.  “On how Queer Cinema might feel.” MSMI 9.1 (2015): 63-76. 
https://doi.org/10.3828/msmi.2015.3  

Quinlivan, Davina. “Film, healing and the body in crisis: a twenty-first century aesthetics of 
hope and reparation.” Screen 56.1 (2014): 103-117. https://doi.org/10.1093/screen/hjt053  

Young, Iris Marion. On female body experience: throwing like a girl and other essays. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2005. https://doi.org/10.1093/0195161920.001.0001  

Author Bio: 

Dr. Dara Milovanovic is an Associate Professor of Dance and Head of the Department of Music 
and Dance at University of Nicosia. She holds a PhD in Dance Studies, an MA in American 
Dance Studies and BS in History and Politics. Her scholarship appears in books and academic 
journals, such as Perspectives on American Dance: The Twentieth Century, Peephole Journal, 
Dance Research, International Screendance Journal, Body Space & Technology Journal, Dance 
Education in Practice and Research in Dance Education. Dara is a performer, educator, and 
scholar.

https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199772612.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520937826
https://doi.org/10.3828/msmi.2015.3
https://doi.org/10.1093/screen/hjt053
https://doi.org/10.1093/0195161920.001.0001


The International Journal of Screendance 16 (2026). https://doi.org/10.18061/screendance.7760  
© 2026 Rosenberg. This article is published under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
International License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/) 

122 

Book review 

Maya Deren, Choreographed For Camera, Mark Alice Durant, Saint Lucy Press, 
2024  

Douglas Rosenberg  

I met Mark Alice Durant while attending the San Francisco Art Institute where we were both 
earning MFA degrees between 1983-85, I in the Performance/Video area and Mark in 
photography.  Mark was also perhaps the first real art writer of my age that I had ever met as he 
began writing for the publication Afterimage right around the time we both graduated from art 
school. The 1980s were an especially vibrant time in the Bay Area. The artists and teachers who 
mentored our generation had deep connections to earlier movements and histories of art, film, 
literature and most every sort of creative practice, in many cases back to the earliest days of the 
20th century.  My History of Cinema teacher at SFAI was the legendary filmmaker, Larry Jordan.  I 
can still remember sitting in his classroom watching the films of Maya Deren for the first time.  It 
was a revelation. Since I had lost touch with Mark over the years, the publication of his book, 
Maya Deren, Choreographed for the Camera (Saint Lucy Books, 2022) came as a surprise to me. 
I fully intended to write about this extraordinary book much sooner than now, however, now is 
always the best time to do things.  

In the same way that my senses were enlivened by Larry Jordan’s screening of Maya Deren’s films 
in a windowless classroom at SFAI sometime between 1983-85, Maya Deren, Choreographed for 
the Camera by Mark Alice Durant is similarly a revelation. Durant poetically fills in the gaps 
between Maya Deren the mysterious and iconoclastic auteur and Eleanora Derenowsky (as she 
was named at birth) from Kiev, who was born in 1917 and whose Jewish family fled virulent anti-
semitism in Russia in the early days of the revolution, making their way through Poland to the 
United States. While the family initially settled in New York so her father could study to become 
re-certified in the medical profession, Deren and her mother moved to Columbus, Ohio to live 
with relatives for a year before returning to New York. From the initial pages of the book, it is 
clear that Durant has immersed himself in the nuance of Deren’s life in a way that allows him to 
tell a story of her that, while still recounting some of what has been the short-form Deren 
narrative for some time, allows her to live and breathe as a fully formed, traumatized and 
visionary woman, flawed and simultaneously deeply present in the experience of her own rich 
and complicated life. Durant’s portrait of Deren offers the reader the sort of close reading and 
empathetic analysis we should desire for the field of screendance broadly. Durant neither 
fetishizes Deren nor lauds her, but rather allows her to slowly come into focus, to walk into the 
frame with her own intentionality intact, her humanity, failings, unfinished projects and fragility 
as well as her agency written across each page of this remarkable book. 

Maya Deren exists for many as a portrait of a woman with her face pressed against a window. 
Or, Maya Deren exists in the minds of others as the animating figure in a story about experimental 

https://doi.org/10.18061/screendance.7760
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


IJSD Volume 16: Feminist Perspectives in Screendance 

123 

film, and later, as the woman who created the three-minute film that occupies a sacred space in 
screendance, almost like a biblical creation myth. However, Maya Deren, the corporeal, 
wounded, poet of cinema also exists in the mind of many as a cipher, shape shifting to fit often 
under-developed narratives of her short and quite mesmerizing life. Mark Alice Durant’s book on 
Deren gives those of us for whom her literal presence in the world has shaped and clarified our 
sense of purpose in some way, a vivid and honest narrative that brings her alive and vivifies her 
beyond the two-dimensional character that she often becomes in the discourse within the 
screendance world. Maya Deren means many things to many people and her story has been a 
means to an end supporting a diverse bounty of theories and desires. She is a writer to some, a 
pioneer of experimental cinema to others, a proto-feminist and a cultural anthropologist to 
others. For those of us who center movement on the screen as screendance, it is important to 
remember that other genres of film and cinema claim the same work for their own imperatives. 
And of course, Maya Deren is often referred to as the mother of both experimental and avant-
garde film. 

For those of us concerned with the art of screendance, the title of Durant’s book is purposeful. 
Choreographed for Camera implies not dance per se but the arrangement of movement in a 
much more inclusive way. And that is what attracts those of us who see similar forms of 
locomotion as screendance in Deren’s work. However, Durant’s use or deployment of the word 
“choreographed” brings to mind even earlier days of cinema when cameras did not have the 
depth of field or the ability to hold focus so that actors or performers had to be blocked and 
arranged in very specific ways in order to stay in focus, or just to stay in the shot. Thus, all 
movement in early films was choreographed, although not with the purpose of approaching 
dance, but rather as part of the storytelling being articulated on film. And due to the nature of 
filmmaking in its earliest incarnations, movement on screen necessarily took its time, sometimes 
seemingly approaching the stillness of portraiture. 

Portraiture in one form or another has dominated visual culture for much of history, from images 
scrawled into the earth with a stick to sculpted icons and painted canvases and finally to 
photography and the digital image making technologies of our contemporary era. Filmmaking is 
itself a kind of repetitive picture making in which each frame slightly alters the afterimage of the 
previous one until we are able to understand a wholistic version of the aggregate of hundreds or 
perhaps thousands of individual pictures of people, places or things that have captured the 
attention of the filmmaker. Film is an artificial construction of time and space that can both tell 
a story and also lead a viewer into experimental spaces that can be confusing, illuminating or 
terrifying in equal measure. Durant’s book expands Deren’s life into a kind of virtual cinema, told 
in small, personal portraits of Deren, each one illuminating the next and building on the previous.  
For the reader, this is as if we are in the editing room, watching the experience of her life cut 
together like a kind of real-time documentary. Durant worked on this book for years and recounts 
Deren’s life with the kind of detail that only comes through conversations with people who not 
only did deeply important research on the filmmaker, but who also spent time with her and 
graciously shared their memories of such encounters. He mentions particularly, Jonas Mekas, 
founder of Anthology Film Archives in New York, the artist and filmmaker Carolee Schneeman, 
and Alexander Hammid (one of Deren’s collaborators who was also her husband between 1942–
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1947). The result of these conversations and Durant’s own fondness for Deren’s life and work, is 
a palpable intimacy in the telling of Deren’s story. 

For most of history, if we take portraiture to be the arrangement of visual space to focus our 
attention on that which we can learn from individuals either in stillness or in motion, or even to 
expand the definition to include creatures or species other than humans, the possibilities for such 
depictions span an unimaginable breadth of possibility. Yet, if we think of the dominant forms of 
the portrait, either painting, or in the moving image, all such depictions are confined by the four 
corners of either a frame, a rectangle or something in between. Certainly, there are exceptions 
where we find images of humanity inscribed in or on spaces that are technically not defined by 
four corners, but even then, the documentation of such images will circulate as a square or 
rectangular photo or other means of documentation. For those of us in the world of screendance, 
the portrait of Maya Deren is a beloved figure upon whom is often projected any number of 
fantasies or desires.  We love Maya Deren to a fault while not fully knowing her, while it is through 
her films that we feel as if we are somehow closer to such knowledge. For me, it is Deren’s film, 
A Study in Choreography for Camera that is my touchstone.  Lasting a mere three minutes or so, 
I am mesmerized by the exquisite presence of the dancer Talley Beatty and the visual culture of 
Deren’s imagination.  While other filmmakers contributed to what we might call the birth of 
screendance as an art form, it is Deren who is mythologized, partly for her vision, partly for her 
story and partly for her mysterious, too brief time on the planet.  Deren made only a handful of 
films including the more widely known Meshes of the Afternoon (1943) but like James Dean, the 
drama of her life allows for both affection and fabrication. For many, the image that most 
represents Deren is the least complicated. It is the still of Deren, gazing from the inside to the 
outside through a reflective window, hands pressed to the glass, her own visage in a liminal space 
between domesticity and nature.  The image is from Deren’s film, Meshes of the Afternoon, made 
in 1942. Not surprisingly, Durant features this picture in the early pages of his book where he 
writes: 

She is sealed behind glass. Her fingertips press lightly on the transparent surface as if to 
confirm the barrier between the interior and the exterior. The window is a medium of 
dueling functions—reflecting and transmitting. She looks out at the world full of things 
and people, but is aware of herself as an image, as the camera sees her.1 

And, I would add, perhaps not aware of what people will, as she moves through the world, project 
upon her, desire from her, and the burdens they will ask her to carry. It is not that we want her 
to be more or different than she was, but the paucity of information about Deren’s life seemed 
to give us permission to try and stretch what we do know about her through both her films and 
her writing into possibly more than she intended. Durant’s lovely and loving portrait of Deren 
finally fills in the actual details of her life and work and imagines others with great care. 

The author completes the paragraph about Maya Deren standing at the window thusly,  

 
1 Alice Durant, Mark, Maya Deren: Choreographed For Camera, Saint Lucy Books, 2024, p. 1 prologue.  



IJSD Volume 16: Feminist Perspectives in Screendance 

125 

“This is her moment of transformation; soon she will cease identifying as Eleanora and adopt the 
name Maya. This is Los Angeles, Spring 1943, she is 26 years old. She has 18 years left in her life.”2 

In fifty brief chapters, Mark Alice Durant has finally given us a much deeper, wholistic 
understanding of Deren in his artfully and empathetically written pages and has met Deren’s gaze 
with his own, as poetic and hallucinatory as hers. 

 

Maya Deren, Choreographed For Camera, By Mark Alice Durant 

https://www.saintlucybooks.com/shop/p/maya-deren-choreographed-for-camera  

 

Author Bio:  

Douglas Rosenberg (MFA, San Francisco Art Institute) is the Vilas Distinguished Professor of Art 
at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. He is an artist and a theorist working with performance, 
video, installation whose work has been exhibited internationally for over 30 years in museums, 
festivals, galleries and elsewhere.  and the author of Screendance: Inscribing the Ephemeral 
Image, published by Oxford Press and The Oxford Handbook of Screendance Studies. for which 
he was awarded the Oscar G. Brockett Book Prize for Dance Research. He is a founding editor of 

 
2 ibid  

https://www.saintlucybooks.com/shop/p/maya-deren-choreographed-for-camera
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The International Journal of Screendance. His newest feature length dance film, called, The Sea, 
was shot on Ingmar Bergman's Island of Fårö in Sweden and is touring internationally. His most 
recent book (2024) is, Staring at the Sky, Essays on Art and Culture, published by Korpen Press. A 
second edition of Screendance: Inscribing the Ephemeral Image is forthcoming from Oxford 
Press. 
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Book Review: White Screens, Black Dance: Race and Masculinity in the United 
States at Midcentury, Pamela Krayenbuhl, Oxford University Press, 2025 

Brynn Shiovitz 

Beyond the body, midcentury American screens choreograph systems of visibility and erasure. 
The mechanisms at play both procure and perpetuate performances of race, gender, labor, and 
belonging. In White Screens, Black Dance: Race and Masculinity in the United States at 
Midcentury, Pamela Krayenbuhl offers a sustained, theoretically in-depth exploration of how 
Black dance forms not only shaped movement vocabularies across Hollywood film and early 
television but also helped produce the very category of masculinity that mainstream American 
culture came to valorize. Krayenbuhl’s project places Black dance at the structural center of a 
media history concerned with appropriation, containment, and the uneven distribution of credit 
and authority. She compellingly terms this phenomenon “blackbodying,” or the “embodiment of 
Black or Africanist movements, gestures, and corporeality by a nonblack performer, usually 
without any explicit acknowledgement of their source in Black culture” (15).  

Krayenbuhl argues that midcentury American screens extracted, transposed, and circulated Black 
movement in service of an ideal and normative (white) masculinity. Simultaneously, these same 
screens marginalized, occluded, and excised the bodies that generated them. Krayenbuhl’s study 
is deeply indebted to the foundation established by dance scholars such as Brenda Dixon 
Gottschild and Thomas DeFrantz. She builds on Gottschild’s account of invisibilization, adding 
nuance to the claim that the forgetting of Black contributions to entertainment is both intentional 
and structurally produced.12 Key examples include the vitality or “ephebism” of the Nicholas 
Brothers’ acrobatic dance moves or the “high affect juxtaposition” of Gene Kelly’s careful and 
intentional choreographic placement of palms and fists, an emblematic stylistic pattern for Kelly 
which Krayenbuhl calls the “palm/fist dichotomy.” 

Following Thomas DeFrantz's work, Krayenbuhl traces Black social dance lineages, identifying 
powerful patterns throughout social dance crazes dating back to the 1920s. This genealogy 

1 Gottschild, Brenda Dixon. Digging the Africanist Presence in American Performance: Dance and Other Contexts. 
Westport, CT: Praeger, 1996. 

2 While Krayenbuhl does not explicitly mention the work of Robert Farris Thompson, Gottschild’s vocabulary 
comes directly from a set of principles and vocabulary Thompson uses to describe patterns and tendencies he 
notices in African sculpture and visual art. See Robert Farris Thompson. Flash of the Spirit: African and Afro-
American Art and Philosophy. New York: Vintage Books, 1984. 

https://doi.org/10.18061/screendance.7752
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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enables her to read screen dance not as a site of stylistic influence but as a terrain where race, 
gender, and industrial constraint co-produce bodies, credits, and erasures. 

Beyond the fundamental work of Gottschild and DeFrantz, Krayenbuhl places her analysis in 
explicit dialogue with Brynn Shiovitz’s concept of “covert minstrelsy,” drawing on it to historicize 
the shift from overt blackface to more embodied and less visibly racialized modes of 
appropriation in Hollywood. As Shiovitz demonstrates, Hollywood musicals trained white 
audiences to dissociate Africanist aesthetics from Black bodies even as they continued to rely on 
Black cultural forms; Krayenbuhl builds on this insight while developing her own analytic of 
“blackbodying” to describe a further stage of racial abstraction. Where covert minstrelsy often 
still depends on caricature and legibility, blackbodying, Krayenbuhl argues, represents a more 
complete process of invisibilization—one that retains Africanist movement, rhythm, and affect 
while erasing attribution altogether, particularly in relation to white male stardom and 
masculinity. At the same time, Krayenbuhl’s framework offers a synergistic complement to 
Anthea Kraut’s theorization of choreographic labor, especially her more recent work on dance-
ins, which foregrounds how movement circulates as embodied work that can be extracted, 
reproduced, and disavowed. Taken together, these engagements position Krayenbuhl’s study as 
the perfect third installment to a symbiotic trilogy on screen dance dedicated to labor, race, 
gender, and invisibility.3 

At the heart of Krayenbuhl’s text lies the author’s insistence that Black movement practices were 
central to the very production of masculine screen bodies, even when those bodies labored 
without equitable credit or narrative authority. The book tracks this pattern through four major 
case studies: the Nicholas Brothers, Gene Kelly, Elvis Presley, and Sammy Davis Jr. across the long 
midcentury (roughly 1940–1970). This period and these subjects are marked perhaps more 
obviously by the rapid expansion of network television and the rise of rock ’n’ roll media, and less 
obviously by intensifying social contradictions around gender and race: World War II and its 
aftermath, shifting labor and domestic arrangements, Cold War gender norms, and accelerating 
civil rights struggles. Krayenbuhl is well aware that her subjects and structure risk perpetuating a 
long tradition of “great-man” history in Western scholarship. Yet she intentionally focuses on 
these great men to prove the heft of star status in shaping masculine ideals. Their multi-medium 
careers and extreme visibility allow them to be used as prisms for Krayenbuhl’s structural 
analysis. 

Krayenbuhl’s disciplined, medium-specific approach lets the book avoid several common 
historiographic pitfalls. Rather than treating film and television as interchangeable, she attends 
to the particular industrial logics they instantiate. Such attentiveness enables her readings of key 
figures to avoid reductive biographical triumphalism and instead reveal the way structural 
contexts shape performance strategies and narrative affordances. Television, for Krayenbuhl, is 

3 See Brynn Shiovitz Behind the Screen: Tap Dance, Race, and Invisibility During Hollywood’s Golden Age. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2023 and Anthea Kraut Hollywood Dance-Ins and the Reproduction of Bodies. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2025. 
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not simply the afterlife of theatrical Hollywood dance but a different regime of circulation that 
offered new modes of legibility for Black danced masculinities, with its own constraints and 
affordances. 

The chapters devoted to the Nicholas Brothers play an essential role in establishing the book’s 
historical and theoretical stakes, particularly in the author’s attention to how age, masculinity, 
and racialization co-produce one another on screen. In the first half of their career (1922-48), 
Krayenbuhl argues, “the Nicholases danced a contradictory young masculinity—presenting 
themselves as both boys and ‘little men’—that was also always partially constituted by the films’ 
understanding of their Blackness” (33). While Krayenbuhl acknowledges parallels between the 
Brothers’ movement style and Fred Astaire’s, she insists that “the Nicholases’ racialized status in 
Hollywood complicates” any shared performance of masculinity (51). Krayenbuhl’s close reading 
of The Pirate’s “Be a Clown” number, alongside her sustained attention to the Nicholas Brothers’ 
television appearances, is especially valuable for how it foregrounds the specific conditions of 
screen address and circulation. While Constance Valis Hill’s Brotherhood in Rhythm offers a 
foundational account of the Brothers’ careers and, in its revised form, includes attention to their 
later work, Krayenbuhl’s media-studies approach allows her to parse how television, as a distinct 
industrial and representational regime, reshaped the terms under which Black masculinity 
became visible and legible.4 

These chapters demonstrate how infantilization operates not only choreographically but 
discursively, as when Krayenbuhl paints a picture of Milton Berle, only six years Fayard’s senior, 
who refers to “these grown Black men as if they are children, denying their maturity, and by 
extension, their masculinity” (59). 

At the same time, the star-centered structure that enables these careful and often persuasive 
readings also produces a productive but unsettled tension in Krayenbuhl’s treatment of bricolage 
as a site of choreographic originality. In discussing sequences such as the Pullman porter number 
in The Great American Broadcast, in which the Nicholas Brothers dance atop luggage, railings, 
and train windows, Krayenbuhl positions these improvisatory gestures as originating moments 
that Gene Kelly later appropriates. Yet such interactions with industrial objects were already well 
established within Black performance cultures circulating beyond the Hollywood studio system. 
Earlier low-budget musicals, Vitaphone shorts, and vaudeville-derived film numbers—such as 
John Bubbles’ frequent use of chairs and tables, or the uncredited Black tap dancers performing 
as Pullman porters in Smash Your Baggage—suggest a longer, more collective genealogy of 
bricolage that predates both the Nicholas Brothers and Kelly.5 Attending to these understudied 
performance archives would not weaken Krayenbuhl’s argument about appropriation; rather, it 
would sharpen it by shifting the analytic emphasis from star-to-star transmission toward the 
broader structures through which Black choreographic labor was rendered visible, extractable, 
and ultimately anonymized. 

4 See Constance Valis Hill Brotherhood in Rhythm. New York: Oxford University Press, 2000 and the revised 
edition Brotherhood in Rhythm, 20th Anniversary Edition. New York: Oxford University Press, 2021. 
5 See Smash Your Baggage (Vitaphone short), Warner Bros., 1932. 
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Furthermore, if  the Nicholas Brothers’ visibility depended in part on their crossover appeal—
their relative legibility as nonthreatening, exportable figures within white-controlled media 
industries—then their recognition may also reflect uneven conditions of possibility within Black 
performance cultures themselves. Such a perspective prompts consideration of how darker-
skinned performers, dancers without comparable economic security, or those whose styles were 
read as less containable, may have contributed choreographic ideas that circulated without the 
protections or rewards of stardom. This question does not undermine Krayenbuhl’s account of 
appropriation; rather, it extends it, complicating a primarily white-to-Black model by attending 
to hierarchies and differential risks operating within Black performance worlds. 

The transition to Gene Kelly and Elvis Presley in subsequent chapters broadens Krayenbuhl’s 
analytic frame, showing how white performers negotiated Black dance forms through gendered, 
racialized, and industrial logics rather than through influence alone. Krayenbuhl’s reading of Kelly 
is especially effective in demonstrating how white masculine authority is actively produced 
through embodied racial quotation. Opening with a moment from An American in Paris, she 
observes that “Kelly literally embodies a Black Cuban dancer and performs Black American dance 
to shore up his athletic masculinity, despite his potentially feminizing tight costume and the 
spectacularization of his body” (70). Krayenbuhl sharpens this claim by attending to the specificity 
of what Kelly occupies, noting that he “not only occupies the space of a Black body within an 
artwork, but he occupies the body of the first Black celebrity performer in Paris, who famously 
dressed in the form-fitting clothes of a dandy—itself a theatrical, feminine identity of Victorian 
men” (71). This layered act of occupation—of space, body, and historical lineage—allows Kelly to 
negotiate feminization by mobilizing Blackness as a resource for masculinity itself. As Krayenbuhl 
succinctly states, “his dancing mobilizes Blackness as masculinity” (72). Importantly, this process 
extends beyond bodily technique into narrative and spatial regimes: Kelly’s “unmarked form of 
cultural appropriation” operates not only through “wide stances” and a “low center of gravity,” 
but also through “occupying Black spaces in his film diegesis” (72). When Krayenbuhl later 
observes that “Kelly never blacked up. Instead, he quoted Black cultures in less obvious, solely 
embodied ways” (81), she makes clear how this mode of appropriation is consistent with the 
historical shift away from overt racial caricature toward subtler regimes of embodied absorption, 
as Shiovitz similarly contends in Behind the Screen. 

Elvis Presley’s case extends this logic into the terrain of television, film, and popular music, where 
sexuality, gender indeterminacy, and racial legibility circulate under different conditions of risk 
and containment. Krayenbuhl’s analysis is especially attentive to moments of intimate address, 
such as Presley’s appearance on The Milton Berle Show, where a playful exchange about hair 
products reveals how gender non-normativity becomes part of his appeal. Presley’s declaration 
that he uses “Prom,” a product marketed to women, followed by the twirling of his own hair, 
wins over the studio audience while foregrounding artifice rather than naturalized masculinity. 
As Krayenbuhl notes, “Presley’s careful attention to his highly artificial pompadour-like hairstyle 
and flamboyant dress, both on clear display in this episode, mark him as a non-normative or even 
effeminate” performer (123). Television, in this account, enables a form of gender play that is at 
once intimate, spectacular, and safely mediated through whiteness. In films such as Loving You 
(1957) and Jailhouse Rock (1957), she argues, the erasure of Black influence becomes a central 
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strategy, such that “by erasing any trace of the black influences on Elvis’s stylization, both films 
distance themselves from the earlier fears about racial miscegenation and instead ‘reassure 
audiences that he and his music are racially immaculate’” (123). Read alongside Shiovitz’s 
account of covert minstrelsy, Presley’s trajectory confirms rather than disturbs an earlier logic: 
even as sexualized movement and gender instability circulate through a white star body, 
Blackness itself must be rendered invisible to secure cultural legitimacy. Presley thus emerges 
not as an exception to midcentury regimes of appropriation, but as evidence of their adaptation 
across media, genres, and economies of risk. 

While Sammy Davis Jr. has been the subject of extensive scholarly and biographical attention, 
Krayenbuhl approaches his career through a markedly different analytic lens than writers such as 
Matthew Frye Jacobson or Gary Fishgall.6 Rather than treating Davis primarily as a figure of liberal 
inclusion or symbolic access, she frames him as a performer whose visibility was structurally 
conditioned by isolation and contradiction: “very often the only Black man in white spaces, both 
onscreen and off,” Davis repeatedly attempted to both metaphorically and literally “dance down” 
racial barriers throughout the midcentury (151). This formulation shifts emphasis away from 
narrative progress and toward embodied labor, positioning Davis’s virtuosity not as freedom but 
as a continuous negotiation with constraint. 

Krayenbuhl’s most compelling intervention emerges in her reading of Davis’s dandyism, 
particularly in his performance of Sportin’ Life. Situating Davis explicitly in relation to John 
Bubbles—whose original interpretation was defined by George Gershwin’s vision of a “humorous 
dancing villain” and Ruben Mamoulian’s instruction that Bubbles “make no movement except in 
the pattern of dance”—Krayenbuhl reads Davis’s performance as both inheritance and 
recalibration. “So clothed,” she writes, “Davis interprets Sportin’ Life by following largely in 
Bubbles’ footsteps, drawing upon his vaudeville hoofing vocabulary, but extending it with various 
light-footed flourishes. On Davis’s petite frame, these flourishes read as decidedly more 
effeminate than did Bubbles’” (173). Where Bubbles’s authority derived from disciplined 
containment—control asserted almost exclusively through dance—Davis’s stylization produces a 
more precarious masculinity, one in which elegance, excess, and effeminacy become inseparable 
from racial legibility. In Krayenbuhl’s account, dandyism is neither mere ornament nor playful 
disguise; it is a strategy forged under pressure, revealing how Black male performance could be 
rendered visible only by continually modifying the boundaries of masculinity, threat, and control. 
This attention to embodied difference, historical lineage, and media-specific constraint 
ultimately makes Krayenbuhl’s reading of Davis more analytically precise—and more 
disturbing—than accounts that resolve his career through biography or symbolic politics alone. 

Krayenbuhl’s analysis reaches its most sobering register in the chapter’s final section, “Aging 
Dandy Dance Master,” where Davis’s virtuosity is no longer read as adaptive flexibility but as a 
bodily archive of cost. Emerging from the height of his drug use and unremitting performance 
schedule, Davis confronts what Krayenbuhl frames as the physical consequences of decades of 

6 See Matthew Frye Jacobson, Dancing Down the Barricades: Sammy Davis Jr. and the Long Civil Rights Era (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2018) and Gary Fishgall, Gonna Do Great Things: The Life of Sammy Davis, Jr. (New 
York: Scribner, 2003).  
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so-called perpetual motion. This reckoning comes sharply into focus during Davis’s appearance 
on This Is Tom Jones on April 2, 1970, when Tom Jones insists that he perform “Mr. Bojangles.” 
Considering the performance, Davis explains that “working with his choreographer, we found a 
way that I could do movements to show the young guy at the beginning, lithe, a dandy, then by 
the end, old and doddering, drunk and pathetic.” Krayenbuhl is especially attentive to Davis’s 
own interpretive language here, noting that “Davis uses the word ‘dandy’ immediately after 
admitting he saw himself in the figure of ‘Mr. Bojangles’ both confirms that this had been the 
persona he was embodying throughout the peak of his career and illustrates the extent to which 
he felt this version of the star slipping away in middle age” (190). In this final reading, dandyism 
is no longer a resource for negotiating masculinity but a fragile identity whose erosion exposes 
the limits of adaptation itself. Where other accounts resolve Davis’s career through persistence 
or symbolic inclusion, Krayenbuhl allows aging, exhaustion, and bodily failure to remain 
unresolved—revealing the long-term costs of a performance regime that demanded constant 
recalibration without ever offering structural relief. 

The book’s epilogue returns to its opening frame of canonical retrospection, compilation films, 
and the AFI honors, placing contemporary reparative gestures into structural context. Krayenbuhl 
reads such partial acknowledgments not as reconciliation but as evidence of ongoing 
asymmetries. Lineages may be named even as inequalities in screen time, narrative authority, 
and archival presence persist. It is precisely this capacity to bridge registers, including the 
historical archive, media specificity, kinesthetic analysis, and racial theory, that makes White 
Screens, Black Dance a significant contribution to screendance studies. Refusing celebratory star 
biography without abandoning the singular figures who animate her arguments, Krayenbuhl 
centers conditions of movement rather than charisma or genius, tracing the infrastructural logics 
that render some bodies visible and credited, others visible yet uncredited, and still others 
invisible altogether. 

One of the book’s few productive tensions lies in its sustained engagement with star figures. 
While this focus yields deep and compelling readings, there are moments when greater attention 
to ensemble forms, communal performance networks, or community-based dance ecologies 
might further enrich the concept of blackbodying by foregrounding more distributed forms of 
choreographic labor. This is a minor critique in a work otherwise notable for its disciplined 
historicism and conceptual clarity, and it points toward future avenues of inquiry rather than 
substantive limitation. Ultimately, White Screens, Black Dance will stand as a formative text for 
scholars invested in raced and gendered movement histories on screen. Krayenbuhl’s study 
demands that we reconsider how screen dance histories have been written and archived, offering 
durable analytic tools for accounting for embodied forms that have long been circulated, 
extracted, and obscured across screens both large and small. 
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Book Review: Shirley Clarke-Thinking through Movement, Karen Pearlman, 
Edinburgh University Press, 2025 

Luisa Lazzaro 

Shirley Clarke - Thinking Through Movement by Karen Pearlman is an engaging account and 
analysis of the filmmaking process practiced by director and editor Shirley Clarke, whose 
artistic voice was innovative and pioneering in the landscape of American independent 
cinema between 1950s-1980s. The book is part of a collection about women filmmakers 
entitled Visionaries: Thinking through Female Filmmakers edited by Lucy Bolton and Richard 
Rushton. 

The book traces Clarke’s journey from dancer to editor, to director, and highlights how her 
embodied experience of mid-century modern dance methods and her experience of the jazz 
scene in New York City at the time informed her thinking in making, editing and directing film. 
Kinaesthetic intelligence and the framework of distributed cognition are the lenses though 
which Pearlman analyses Clarke’s creative practice, while also challenging traditional theories 
of authorship via a cogni-feminist perspective for analyzing film. 

Pearlman paints a nuanced portrait that includes both Clarke’s virtues and shortcomings in 
her creative approach - starting with a biographical chapter taken from Clarke’s own 
testimonies and others about her, Pearlman weaves family, environment and social aspects 
together to illustrate a context that formed Clarke’s creativity and themes. The book draws 
on interviews, archives, dance and film theory, and creative practice expertise. 

Pearlman’s thorough analysis of specific works* directed and edited by Clarke, offers an 
insightful and philosophical perspective for analyzing film while also providing the reader with 
contextual knowledge relevant to discussions in today’s culturally sensitive climate. The 
author is aware that, within the framework of contemporary culture, Clarke—who draws on 
narratives and aesthetics often associated with marginalized milieus, particularly within 
African American culture —might be viewed as representing or appropriating experiences 
that she does not personally embody. However, Pearlman addresses this concern 
thoughtfully. She demonstrates that Clarke’s work is not about claiming ownership of a 
particular identity or experience, but rather interrogates and subverts dominant ideologies in 
both society and cinema through her active engagement in the environment she inhabits. 
Pearlman offers a key to understanding Clarke’s relational work approach: the act of directing 
as a collaborative process to challenge mainstream norms—positioning Clarke as a filmmaker 
deeply engaged in disrupting traditional power dynamics, rather than reinforcing them. 
Beyond filmmaking, the book explores a feminist approach to life and creativity and its 
historical implications in the evolving definition of success for women in media. Pearlman 
makes space to consider the filmmaker’s versatility to affirm her legacy in the historical fields 
of film and film theory. 

Shirley Clarke - Thinking Through Movement by Karen Pearlman is an essential read for film 
students, feminists, and anyone affected like myself, in how embodied experience can 
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manifest itself in multi-disciplinary contexts and particularly in the creative process of editing 
and directing screendance. It inspires the reader, offering a window to immerse oneself and 
connect to a wider community, borrowing from Pearlman’s metaphorical expression “align 
ourselves with the women we study. Forming a constellation with them…” (Pearlman, p.xi) 
and revealing a history to be discovered and celebrated. Pearlman’s book is a thoughtful, 
highly inspiring and well-researched tribute to a cinematic pioneer. 

*Dance film Dance in the Sun (1953), experimental films Brussels Loops (1957) and Bridges-
Go-Round (1958), and long form film documentary with semi-scripted drama The Cool World
(1963)

Author Bio:  

Luisa Lazzaro is a movement professional, intimacy coordinator, artist, and writer with 
extensive experience across dance, movement, and film. Her interdisciplinary practice is 
driven by a deep curiosity about the visible and invisible connections that exist between 
artistic disciplines. 
Passionate about exploring the intersections of movement with performance, film, and 
critical theory, Luisa approaches both her creative practice and her writing through the lens 
of embodied knowledge. She is particularly interested in how movement can generate new 
ways of perceiving, understanding, and engaging with the world, inviting audiences and 
readers to consider the body as a site of enquiry, memory, and imagination. 
Alongside her artistic work, Luisa contributes to The International Journal of Screendance, 
where she enjoys examining the evolving relationships between choreography, the moving 
image, and contemporary performance. Through both practice and writing, she continues to 
investigate the transformative potential of movement across disciplines. 
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NOFOD Roundtable  Panel: Screendance, Intermediality & Digital Presences in the  
Glocal  

June 2026 –  a report  

Ami Skånberg and Sandhiya Kalyanasundaram 

Introduction  

Nordic Forum for Dance Research  

Nordic Forum for Dance Research (NOFOD) was established following a Nordic Culture Fund 
initiative in 1987 to strengthen dance research and exchange in Northern Europe. Since its first 
conference in Copenhagen in 1990, NOFOD has become a central meeting place for dance 
researchers and practitioners across the Nordic region. In conjunction with the 17th NOFOD 
Conference, chaired by Katrín Gunnarsdóttir and hosted by the Iceland University of the Arts in 
Reykjavík, a new NOFOD Working Group dedicated to screendance was established at the 
initiative of Vice-Chair Ami Skånberg. The initiative responds to the growing significance of 
choreographic work created specifically for the camera, the expanding role of digital platforms 
and social media in dance education and dissemination, and the need to address these 
developments within both dance practice and dance research. As digital technologies continue 
to reshape how dance is created, experienced, documented, and shared, the Screendance 
Working Group seeks to facilitate critical dialogue around these transformations. It also lays the 
groundwork for the theme of embodiment and technology at the forthcoming NOFOD 
Conference in Gothenburg, 19–22 June 2028. 

The formation of the Screendance Working Group at NOFOD also represents the continuation of 
a long-standing ambition to strengthen Nordic engagement with the international field of 
screendance. This ambition dates back to the Director/Choreographer Dialectic – Dance for the 
Camera Symposium (2000)12, initiated by Doug Rosenberg, where Ami Skånberg first 
encountered many of the pioneers of the field, including Amy Greenfield, Sally Banes, Silvina 
Szperling, Ellen Bromberg, Elaine Summers, Elliot Kaplan, Pooh Kaye, Nuria Font, Deirdre Towers, 
Li Chiao-Ping, and Laura Taler. That symposium proved formative, not only in shaping Skånberg's 
own artistic and scholarly trajectory, but also in demonstrating the value of an international 

1Nascimento, Claudia Tatinge, and Jessica Berson. "Dance for the Camera Symposium:(University of 
Wisconsin-Madison, 9-13 February 2000)." Dance Research Journal 32.1 (2000): 165-169. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S014976770000588X 
2 https://screendancesymposium.art.wisc.edu/archive/2000-symposium/ 
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community of practice. It highlighted the importance of creating spaces where artists and 
researchers can recognise that they are part of a broader field, and where practices that may 
appear peripheral in one context can emerge as central in another. This commitment was 
renewed through participation in the State of the Art Screendance Symposium (2022), where 
Skånberg reconnected with Silvina Szperling and met colleagues including Autumn Mist Belk, 
Clare Schweitzer, Claudia Kappenberg, Sandhiya Kalyanasundaram, and Dominique Rivoal. These 
encounters contributed to the development of the international network that now informs the 
NOFOD Screendance Working Group and culminated in the initiative to gather researchers and 
practitioners in Reykjavík. 

Situated within the NOFOD conference theme, Centre & Periphery: Dance, Identity & the Politics 
of Place, the inaugural meetings explored considerations of the place of screendance within 
contemporary dance research. Although screendance has developed into a well-established 
international field over several decades - supported by dedicated festivals, scholarly networks, 
and the International Journal of Screendance since 2010 - it remains underrepresented within 
broader dance research organizations and conferences. The establishment of the NOFOD 
Screendance Working Group therefore marks an important step towards strengthening the 
visibility of the field within Nordic dance research. 

Beyond artistic and scholarly exchange, participants expressed a shared commitment to building 
an active community through regular online meetings, the sharing and discussion of works in 
progress, collaborative filmmaking, joint writing projects, and mutual support across artistic and 
academic practices. Drawing on the diverse expertise of its members, the NOFOD Screendance 
Working Group aims to develop collaborative artistic and scholarly outcomes for presentation at 
the 2028 NOFOD Conference, potentially including a curated screendance program and an 
experimental "screened book" that integrates moving image, research, and artistic practice. 

The roundtable gathered six researchers and practitioners with extensive experience in 
screendance, while the subsequent Working Group meeting attracted seven additional 
participants, demonstrating strong interest in continued collaboration. 

The ambition of the group is not only to support artists and scholars working explicitly within 
screendance, but also to engage researchers whose work intersects with moving-image practices 
in dance. This includes historiographic studies of dance archives documented on film, 
investigations of dance companies’ use of AR, VR, and MR technologies, analyses of students’ 
presentation of artistic projects through social media platforms, and emerging research on the 
growing role of artificial intelligence in dance creation, documentation, and education. In this 
way, the group seeks to broaden the understanding of screendance as a critical framework for 
examining the increasingly mediated and technologically embedded realities of contemporary 
dance practice. 

Screendance, Intermediality & Digital Presences in the  Glocal   

This screendance roundtable was convened by Ami Skånberg for the NOFOD dance conference 
in Reykjavik, June 2026. The panelists were: Ami Skånberg, Autumn Mist Belk, Clare Schweitzer, 
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Claudia Kappenberg, Dominique Rivoal and Silvina Szperling. The roundtable proposed the 
following theme for debate: Screendance, Intermediality & Digital Presences in the Glocal and 
investigated screendance as artistic research grounded in the glocal - the interplay between 
global circulation and the specific politics of place. By focusing on how screen-based 
choreographies responded to local environments, the panel examined how screendance can 
operate as a strategy for visibility and resistance from the margins. The panel brought together 
artists and researchers whose work engages with the camera as an interlocutor in situated 
movement practices. Rather than treating screendance as a universal digital form, the discussion 
centered on how embodied knowledge is shaped by local histories, ecologies, cultural traditions, 
and uneven access to technological infrastructures. The questions posed were: How do mediated 
bodies negotiate belonging and cultural specificity? How can screendance reposition peripheral 
practices within global artistic circuits? The panel approached the screen not merely as a 
recording surface but as a site where local gestures and environments are reinterpreted. Through 
short presentations and dialogue, the panel explored intermedial strategies that foreground 
locality-walking, sensing, filming, and editing as methods of attending to situated experience. By 
sharpening the focus on glocal politics, the roundtable proposed screendance as a critical practice 
for examining how place-based knowledge is transformed through mediation, and how artists 
working from the margins develop choreographic and aesthetic strategies to navigate and 
reshape global visibility. 

Key themes which emerged during a first round of presentations by the six panelists are 
described below: 

   1. Place as Choreographic Condition

Place emerged across the panel discussion as a creative choreographic collaborator shaping 
movement, camera behavior, and spectatorship. Autumn Mist Belk described her practice as 
being “embodied in the site,” encouraging students to develop long-term relationships with 
place, and explaining how her editing choices aim to evoke a meditative, physiological response 
in viewers. Belk’s site-responsive practice ensures that movement and editing emerge from lived 
spatial experience rather than place as backdrop. Silvina Szperling discussed "islander 
corporeality" in relation to life in the Paraná Delta, arguing that everyday activities shape 
movement practices and make it difficult to separate daily labor from dance. She posed the 
question, "What is the difference between living and dancing?", exposing the close relationship 
between environment, movement and everyday life. 

The debates of the panel built on a discussion which has a long tail in the International Journal of 
Screendance. Harmony Bench argued in an essay from 2010 that screendance often places 
dancers in “anonymous, acontextual, blank spaces,”3 which she names as no-place. In these 
edited environments, bodies appear to “hover, glide, suspend, skim, and float,”4 detached from 

3 Bench, Harmony. “Anti-Gravitational Choreographies: Strategies of Mobility in Screendance.” The 
International Journal of Screendance 1 (2010): 54 https://doi.org/10.18061/ijsd.v1i0.6138 
4 Ibid., 53. 
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any real ground. She also describes any-place—sites that could be anywhere at all, “not this 
rainforest but a rainforest, not this island but an island, not this gas station but a gas station5— 
where dancers can be dropped in without forming any real relationship to the environment. 
Bench argues that when dance is displaced into no-place or any-place, physical, cultural, and 
ecological textures that shape embodied experience of place get lost. The panel’s focus on site-
specific work restores and reintroduces the particularities of place as core choreographic 
material. 

In 2014, Kyra Norman’s writing on site-based screendance provides another useful frame for the 
panel's focus on place. Norman notes that screendance is often created and perceived through 
multiple layers of space, from the physical site of filming to the space of the screen. Drawing on 
Tim Ingold’s idea of place as a knot of intersecting lifelines rather than a fixed node, Norman 
writes that place emerges through paths crossing, lingering, and dwelling6. Her reflections align 
closely with the panelists’ shared interest in working with the textures, histories, and 
atmospheres of real environments. 

Fig.1. Our Perception of Depth video still, 2026 courtesy Autumn Mist Belk. 

   2. Materiality and Intermediality

In the panel discussion, materiality found parallels with the concept of interference in physics, 
where two waves encounter and alter amplitude, direction, or pattern. Similarly, screendance's 
materialities interfere with the screenic body, the filmmaker and environment. This encounter 
produces a more tactile, and vulnerable experience of the work. Clare Schweitzer described her 
analog practice through the chemistry of “silver nitrate and potassium bromide… painted on 
film.” Her approach to screendance foregrounds the physicality of the medium. She allows 
chemical emulsion and graininess to generate rhythm and texture. Schweitzer’s material 
interventions on 16mm film and her insistence that the marks, scratches, and chemical blooms 

5 Ibid., 59. 
6 Norman, Kyra. “In and Out of Place: Site-based Screendance.” The International Journal of 
Screendance 5 (2014): 15. 
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carry a choreographic presence echo Douglas Rosenberg’s call for screendance to foreground its 
own material conditions.7 

Fig. 2. Stills from handmade 16mm emulsion test  by Clare Schweizer. Recipe from Robert Schaller;  
Camera by Evelina Groll.   

Claudia Kappenberg argued for making space for the imperfect, lumpen and difficult narratives 
and experiences. By working with the screen as a site to be challenged and reimagined, she finds 
ways to tell the stories of silenced bodies. Drawing on the history of experimental film, she 
highlighted that film and digital media possess a technological body whose glitches, scratches, 
and failures expose the medium’s vulnerability. Invoking Martin Heidegger’s argument that tools 
reveal themselves through failure, she described how breakdowns in the visuality of the image 
can speak to the fragility of archives and of the stories they hold. 

       Fig. 3. 1905 – 2001, Vienna – London – Bombay video still, Claudia Kappenberg, 2026 

This panel discussion on materiality can be placed in dialogue with the work of other scholars 
such as Katrina McPherson and Erin Brannigan. In Making Video Dance (2019), Katrina 
McPherson explores the camera as an active, dynamic participant in choreography, describing 
how the two-dimensional frame, lens choices, and post-production techniques physically alter 

7 Rosenberg, Douglas. “Screendance: Inscribing the Ephemeral Image.” The International Journal of 
Screendance 1 (2010):2 8-50. 
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the viewer's perception of velocity, weight, and feeling in choreography.8 For Brannigan 
(Dancefilm, 2011) on the other hand, this manipulation of kinesthetic empathy is deeply 
political9; it can reinforce idealized cultural norms or disrupt them by exposing human fallibilities. 
Kappenberg also explored the archival material's visible wear in "The Logic of the Copy, from 
Appropriation to Choreography" (2010). Reflecting on David Hinton and Rosemary Lee’s film10 

‘Snow’ (2003), she argues that grain and degraded texture function as a marker of historical 
distance and fragility, made legible precisely through the contrast with the crisper contemporary 
media they are embedded in. The panelists’ discussion made visible how material conditions 
function as critical strategies in choreographic meaning making. 

   3. Embodied Camera and Witnessing

While embodied camera is one of the panel’s modes of making screendance, Dominique Rivoal 
specifically described her “moving camera witness” method11 as a form of relational filmmaking. 
In her dyadic approach, the filmmaker does not stand apart from the action but moves within it, 
responding to breath, proximity, and the shifting motional dynamics of the encounter. Her 
approach resonates with Katrina McPherson’s reflections on the camera as actively shaping and 
being shaped by the movement it follows.12 Erin Brannigan’s adapted use of the dance term 
gestural anacrusis to the camera in her book Dancefilm, deepens this perspective because it 
describes the anticipatory, pre-movement sensitivity that informs camera operation and 
editing.13 

8 McPherson, Katrina. Making Video Dance: A Step-by-Step Guide to Creating Dance for the Screen. 2nd 
ed. (London: Routledge, 2019), 57–92, 119–158, 196–224. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315452654 
9 Brannigan, Erin. Dancefilm: Choreography and the Moving Image (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2011), 25-48. https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195367232.001.0001 
10 Kappenberg, Claudia. The Logic of the Copy, from Appropriation to Choreography. The International 
Journal of Screendance 1 (2010):1 27- 40 https://doi.org/10.18061/ijsd.v1i0.6140 
11 Rivoal, Dominique. "A Somatic Approach to Filming: The Moving Camera Witness." 
Doctoral thesis Middlesex University, 2022. The mover in this image is Claire Loussouarn. 
12 Katrina McPherson, Making Video Dance: A Step-by-Step Guide to Creating Dance for the Screen, 2nd 
ed. (London: Routledge, 2019), 71–95. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315452654 
13 Brannigan, Erin. Dancefilm: Choreography and the Moving Image (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2011), 133. https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195367232.001.0001 

141 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315452654
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195367232.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.18061/ijsd.v1i0.6140
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315452654
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195367232.001.0001


 

 

 

     
  

     
   

   
 

   

 
     

 
   

   

    Fig. 4. Claire Loussouarn at Hackney Marshes filmed by Dominique Rivoal. 
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This sensitivity allows the camera to be responsive to the dancer's movements in Rivoal's method 
as a somatic, relational, and perceptual tool. Rivoal remains grounded in her deep interest in “the 
space in between.” while drawing on Eila Goldhahn and Heike Salzer, to frame filming as a 
perceptual and affective exchange. 

This multi-directional web of embodied awareness and silent witnessing, where barriers between 
the self and the other are broken down, can be read alongside classical Indian traditions. In 
accounts of movement and perception in Kashmiri Shaivism, the notion of Spanda14,15 offers a 

14 Singh, Jaideva. Spanda-Kārikās: The Divine Creative Pulsation: The Kārikās and the Spanda-nirṇaya 
(Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1980), xvi. 
15 In Kashmiri Shaivism's non-dual framework, mind and body are not separate domains. While I discuss 
Spanda analogically for understanding the spontaneous and responsive emergence of movement in 
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useful conceptual parallel. By suspending pre-choreographed action and waiting in stillness, the 
participants allow the kinetic dialogue to emerge from what is understood as Spanda—the 
underlying, creative impulse of consciousness that gives rise to spontaneous, unchoreographed 
movement within a state of embodied awareness. When contextualized with Rivoal's dyadic 
practice, this concept helps explain how movement emerges responsively through the encounter 
itself, as filmmaker and mover remain open to subtle shifts in awareness emerging between them 
through attention to breath, gesture, and presence. The notion of the Sahṛdaya16, 17is equally 
useful for understanding witnessing in Rivoal's practice. While Spanda helps explain how 
spontaneous movement emerges within the encounter, the notion of the Sahṛdaya explains how 
that emergence may be witnessed through empathetic attunement. The camera participates in 
the unfolding encounter, becoming an extension within a shared, co-creative dyadic space. 
Reading Rivoal's practice through these concepts broadens discussions of embodied 
responsiveness and witnessing, interculturally, in this case by inviting a dialogue between 
screendance scholarship and classical Indian thought. 

Rivoal’s practice can also be productively understood through post-phenomenological 
frameworks such as the work of Don Ihde18. For instance, the filmmaker may sustain what Ihde 
calls a pure Embodiment Relation, when adopting the “moving camera witness,” a method based 
on Authentic movement19 (Janet Adler, 2002) where the filmmaker and dancer form a dyad. The 
camera witness places their attention on both the mover and the self, while witnessing their own 
impulses to move - without taking those up - until moved relationality by the dyadic encounter. 
Yet the realities of filmmaking continually challenge staying in this mode while introducing other 
relational modes that Ihde describes. Technical decision making such exposure, focus, battery, 
audio demand may temporarily form a Hermeneutic Relation. Or when the physical weight, 
balance, or resistance of the rig asserts themselves as a quasi-other that must be negotiated, an 
Alterity Relation becomes foregrounded20. Rivoal’s practice moves fluidly among these ‘situated 
relationships’ filmmaker/mover; filmmaker/camera; filmmaker/self; using camera witnessing as 
a way to continually be somatically responsive and relational. 

   4. Ecological and Amphibious Movement

Ecological modes of making screendance were discussed by the panel as a lived condition and 
generative because the environment’s resistance actively sparks, co-creates, and shapes new 
movement vocabularies. Silvina Szperling shared her work in the Delta of the Paraná River. This 

Rivoal's practice, Kashmiri Shaivism does not define Spanda as bodily movement. Spanda refers to the 
subtle pulsation of a dynamic consciousness. Human perception, sensation, thought, and action emerge 
as plural expressions in a field that includes the environment. 
16 Ibid., xiv. 
17 Sahṛdaya traditionally refers to a connoisseur of one heart with the performer, having developed a 
cultivated capacity for aesthetic and affective resonance. 
18 Ihde, Don. Technology and the Lifeworld: From Garden to Earth. (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1990). https://doi.org/10.2979/3108.0 
19 Adler, Janet. 2002. Offering from the Conscious Body. Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions. 
20 Ibid., 65-90. 
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muddy, blemished landscape is forty kilometers from Buenos Aires. She introduced stills 
from Territorio Expandido directed by Florencia Ferrero and Lucía Pérez, 2023 and her own in-
progress documentary Camalotal, both filmed in the riverside village of Itekoa. Camalotal is 
additionally shot at Argüello Lagoon, Chaco, Argentina. She explained how the women who 
appear in these films navigate the shifting terrain of water, soil, and aquatic plants. Her 
description of women traversing mud, water, and plant life, “investing their bodies in everyday 
tasks”, positioned the environment as an active choreographic agent. Szperling’s description of 
women's bodies as “amphibians” outlined a porousness between body and environment, 
capturing how these women move between land and water, and between the city and the delta, 
developing what she called an “islander corporeality.” 

    Fig. 5. Still from Camalotal (work in progress) by Silvina Szperling. 

In Szperling’s eco-screendance, the terrain of the Paraná delta may be seen to perform Lepecki's 
framework of choreopolicing21, leading to choreography emerging from negotiating the political 
and physical demands of this site. Szperling’s work also intersects richly with Melanie Kloetzel’s 
argument that the body’s raw vulnerabilities are exposed outside the studio22. In the delta, these 
vulnerabilities appear in bodies working, adjusting, and sometimes struggling against the site’s 
shifting conditions. In addition, the everyday, task-based corporeal negotiation described by 

21 Lepecki, André. “Choreopolice and Choreopolitics: or the task of the dancer”, TDR/The Drama 
Review 2013; 57: 4 (220), 13–27. https://doi.org/10.1162/DRAM_a_00300 
22 Kloetzel, Melanie. 2015. “Bodies in Place: Location as Collaborator in Dance Film.” International 
Journal of Performance Arts and Digital Media 11 (1): 18–41. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14794713.2014.927712 
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Szperling reflects what philosopher Jane Bennett calls “vibrant matter.”23 When dancers perform 
amphibious movement in shifting terrain, mud, water, and plant life assert their own agency, and 
movement becomes a shared exchange between dancers and the material world. Screendance, 
here, partners with the more-than-human world by foregrounding the shared agency that arises 
through these entangled encounters. As Szperling noted, “I want my camera to care for, record, 
or film, or mirror these bodies and I propose that intermediality could be intersubjective.” 

    5. Archival Excavation and Alternative Histories

The archive is a place where histories are constructed, obscured, and sometimes deliberately 
erased. Therefore, the panel considered the archive as a contested terrain. Claire Schweitzer’s 
search for “screendance sitting in corporate boxes” excavates forgotten, inaccessible, or 
institutionally buried works. This aligns with Sherril Dodds' writing in 'On Watching Screendance' 
(2019), where she notes that which is classified, named and made visible as screendance is closely 
bound to marketing and funding systems.24 It also aligns with Ann Cooper Albright extensive 
writings on institutional access to dance archives, whose gatekeeping dictates whose creative 
labor is remembered or erased.25 

Claudia Kappenberg’s described her archival project on expressionist dancer, choreographer and 
pedagogue Hilde Holger where she combines historical footage that shows signs of degradation 
and new high-definition material. The composition foregrounds memory, absence, trauma, and 
embodied history through material manipulation. This mode of filmmaking also features in Ann 
Cooper Albright’s theoretical discussion of presence and absence. In 'Traces of Light' (2007), 
Albright examines how ephemeral dance history can be reconstructed through fragmented, 
imperfect media traces.26 Albright also argues for a dual commitment to dance as both political 
- that is bound up with power and the politics of representation - and poetic, a creation of form
and sensation through movement itself. Kappenberg's approach to working with archival media
combines both those aspects, inviting the viewer to confront the physical decay of the media
including visual graininess as a visceral reminder of trauma, memory, loss, and the passing of the
somatic body. Together, the panelists proposed archival excavation as a choreographic and
political act by excavating material traces, and opening space for alternative histories to emerge.

23 Bennett, Jane. Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 
vii-viii. https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822391623
24 Dodds, Sheril. “On Watching Screendance”, The International Journal of Screendance 2019:
10. https://doi.org/10.18061/ijsd.v10i0.6726
25 Albright, Ann Cooper. Engaging Bodies: The Politics and Poetics of Corporeality. (Middletown,
CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2013), 1-15.
26 Albright, Ann Cooper. Traces of Light: Absence and Presence in the Work of Loïe Fuller (Middletown,
CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2007), 23–45.
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Claudia Kappenberg and Claire Schweitzer argued that intermedial screendance transforms place 
from a passive backdrop into an active choreographic and political condition through attention 
to the materiality of the medium itself. Kappenberg emphasised how film technologies such as 
16mm make visible the processes of framing, recording and mediating place by discussing 
Filmmaker Lucy Cash's 16mm film, How The Earth Must See Itself (A Thirling) 
(https://lucycash.com/work/how-the-earth-must-see-itself-a-thirling) which was made as a 
response to the writing of the Scottish poet and writer Nan Shepherd (1893–1981). Through a 
further example of analogue film degradation in Alia Syed’s film Priya, 2011 
(https://www.aliasyed.co.uk/priya), for which the artist temporarily buried the 16mm filmstock 
amongst fruit and vegetable, Kappenberg suggested that place is produced not only through 
what is represented on screen but also through the material qualities of film, which reveal 
histories, temporalities and relations between bodies, landscapes and technologies. This 
foregrounding of mediation draws attention to questions of inclusion, exclusion and perspective, 
making place politically significant. 

Similarly, Schweitzer drawing on practices such as manipulating film stock, using found footage 
and camera-less filmmaking, argued that the physical properties of film create a tactile 
relationship between body, image and environment. She further stressed the importance of site 
specificity. Through her own work engaging with the colonial and ecological histories of invasive 
plant species in California, Schweitzer demonstrated how material film processes can embed 
historical, environmental and political narratives within the choreographic treatment of place. 
For her film Battery Eupocalyptus (2025), shot on 16 mm at a former military site in the San 
Francisco Bay Area, she used a phytographic process where she took pieces of eucalyptus and ice 
plants and basically put them onto high contrast film to highlight the absurdity of a place built 
for but never encountered combat and brought in invasive non-natives to California that are one 
source of fires today. She also discussed Stan Brakhage's 16mm film Mothlight (1963) in the 
context of how screen and materiality can reveal the fragility of the body. 

Together, the speakers proposed that place emerges through the interaction of bodies, 
technologies, environments and media processes, revealing its political and choreographic 
dimensions. 

  
  

Prompt 2: What does it mean to create screenings from the margins globally and digitally 
circulating for? How is visibility negotiated, reframed or resisted? 

    
 

Prompt 1: How do intermedial screendance practices transform place from a background space 
into a choreographic and political condition? 

IJSD Volume 16: Feminist Perspectives in Screendance 

The panel challenged the notion of fixed margins and provided different examples to show the 
contingency of margins based on local contexts. Autumn Mist Belk noted that screendance itself 
may occupy a marginal position in relation to dance, film and digital arts, while also containing 
its own centers and peripheries. The panelists observed that online platforms increase access 
and visibility to screendance works while simultaneously constraining works in their capacity to 
stand out in the oversaturated space. 
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Looking at film through a creative lens, Rivoal argued that directors are embedded within their 
work, motivated by an artistic longing to connect with and be visible to their audience. Szperling 
approaches filmmaking ethically. She advocated for directors to develop dialogic collaborations 
with both human participants and the more-than-human worlds of nature. Ami Skånberg 
critiqued the increasing influence of platform-driven aesthetics on screendance as adherence to 
algorithms may reduce distinct dance traditions into marketable trends. 

In closing, the panel noted that the visibility and reach of screendance have expanded globally 
through digital platforms and international festivals. However, the screendance field sustains 
itself largely through grassroots festivals and initiatives led by practitioners. The conversation 
reinforced the importance of artistic decision-making, ethical responsibility and expanding the 
practical networks through which work reaches audiences. 

Synthesis/Discussion: Interference, Relationality, and the Work of Seeing 

      
 

Fig. 6. Still from walkshop ‘Becoming Trees’ for OneByWalking-researchers at Thingvellir 2026 by 
Ami Skånberg. 

Across the panel, screendance emerged as a field defined by relationality between bodies, 
places, materials, technologies, and histories. Each theme threaded through the panel discussion 
revealed how movement becomes meaningful through its encounters with land, weather, 
archives, the camera, the fragile surfaces of film and digital media and among the 
dancers. Whether through Szperling’s amphibious bodies traversing mud and water or Belk’s 
meditative editing shaped by breath and landscape, place emerged as a force that shapes 
movement, perception, and spectatorship. Schweitzer’s and Kappenberg’s interest in glitches 
and ruptures revealed the raw film's materiality with its own vulnerability and history. Their work 
revealed a way of seeing through the fragility of archives. 

Rivoal’s “moving camera witness” method reframed filming as an embodied, intersubjective act. 
Alongside broader shifts in screendance acknowledging the filmmaker’s presence, subjectivity, 
and ethical responsibility, this method offered multiple aspects of self-aware witnessing by the 
filmmaker. Szperling’s work foregrounded entanglement of human and more-than-human 
worlds along with ecofeminist movements. Her framing recognized the precarity of 
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environments and the need for the camera to “care for, record, or mirror” the bodies within 
them. The panel’s engagement with archives opened the political stakes of remembering. 
Methods of excavating absence, trauma, and embodied memory allowed alternative narratives 
to emerge. Schweitzer’s critique of canonical myth-making and Kappenberg’s work with 
degraded archival footage exposed the cracks in the archive, showing that institutional archives 
may be highly curated and incomplete by leaving out marginalized voices, alternative viewpoints, 
and inconvenient truths. 

These panel revealed screendance as a practice of interference, relation, and attention where 
movement is continually shaped by place, material, ecology, technology, and history. The panel’s 
discussion explorations invite us to consider how screendance can cultivate ways of seeing that 
linger, dwell, and remain attentive to the textures of environments and the delicate, fragile 
nature of media records. 

Screendance-as-you-go  

As part of the conference, the workgroup participated in a 'screendance-as-you-go'-
afternoon initiated by Skånberg, who aims to develop collaborative methodologies for 
screendance-making based on shared decision-making, collective authorship, and openness to 
leadership emerging from within the group. Skånberg planned the route in dialogue with her 
colleague Elva Björg Einarsdóttir, researcher in tourism studies at the University of Iceland. 

Einarsdóttir’s research focuses on place-making, employing relational and more-than-human 
perspectives to foreground the multivocality and agencies of places. These perspectives resonate 
strongly with recent developments in screendance, where questions of site, environment, and 
more-than-human relations have become increasingly significant. While the route was planned, 
the 'screendance-as-you-go'-method generated discussions around differing understandings and 
experiences of nature. The Screendance Workgroup participants brought diverse cultural, 
geographical, and professional experiences of working in and with environment. This raised 
questions about what is taken for granted when entering a place. Iceland’s climate and 
environmental conditions, for example, shaped bodily experience in ways that may differ 
substantially from other contexts. 

Although the working methods had been negotiated in advance, unexpected encounters called 
for further reflection. At one site, Rauðhólar (Red Hills), our presence coincided with a horse 
excursion. Rauðhólar is a group of pseudo craters formed around 5,000 years ago when hot lava 
flowed over wetlands, trapping water beneath the surface. The resulting steam explosions 
created crater-like formations, even though they are not true volcanic craters. Their distinctive 
red color comes from iron-rich volcanic scoria that has oxidized over time. 

At this site, human presence within these pseudo craters, which also support a variety of small 
plant species, raised questions about the impact of visitors on both the fragile soil and its 
vegetation. It also prompted discussions about whether we were inadvertently transgressing 
unwritten norms governing the use of landscapes that are experiencing increasing numbers of 
visitors. These questions resonated with Iceland's growing tourism industry and the ongoing 
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negotiation of how such places are inhabited and shared. Skånberg’s offering - a meditation 
inviting participants to become and embody trees, while engaging with Iceland’s history of 
deforestation and reforestation - raised new critical questions. Did this practice lead us to 
overlook the actual site around us, or were we in fact engaging more deeply with the conspicuous 
lack of trees present there? 

  Fig. 7. Tree Meditation and Narratives at Rauðhólar, Iceland, Ami Skånberg. 

In another location, participants discussed how different grounds respond differently to human 
activity: while some varieties can tolerate foot traffic, others may be damaged for decades by a 
single step. Ecological knowledge is locally situated and cannot be assumed to travel seamlessly 
between contexts. What may seem an unremarkable landscape practice in one country, such as 
Sweden, may carry very different ecological implications in another. In Iceland, for example, 
geothermal activity and the large number of visitors mean that many environmental features and 
practices are explicitly marked and managed through signage. 

Looking ahead, a key question for future collaborations is how methodologies can accommodate 
such differences. How can screendance practitioners collaborate across diverse geographical, 
ecological, and aesthetic contexts while remaining attentive to situated knowledge, unequal 
familiarity with place, and differing embodied relationships to environments? 

Future collaborative approaches may need to develop ways of working with difference as a 
creative and methodological resource. 
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Fig. 8. Landscape management through explicit signage in Iceland, Ami Skånberg 
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Interview with feature film choreographer Francesca Jaynes 

Claudia Kappenberg  

Introduction: 

Choreographer Francesca Jaynes works on medium and large commercial film productions, 
operating within a defined hierarchy alongside several creative departments as well as 
working on a film brief.1 She has over 25 years of experience working with high profile 
directors, such as Mike Leigh, Tim Burton, Steven Spielberg and Alonso Cuarón, on films Topsy 
Turvey (1999), Alice in Wonderland (2010), Gravity (2013) and many others. However, as her 
body of work is embedded within large-scale productions it is not always obvious what her 
contribution is to any of these blockbuster films. Furthermore, the credits for her work are 
not easily found, as IMDB only features choreographers under “other crew” and there is no 
category for best choreography at the Oscars! Given the specialist knowledge, extensive 
training and wide-ranging experience that this role requires, it is scandalous. In addition, it is 
still not that easy for women to break through into the upper echelons of this profession and 
much commercial screen choreography continues to be created by men.2  

In November 2023, Claudia Kappenberg took part in a two-day workshop with Fran Jaynes 
and her collaborator Dale Mercer in London, as an introduction to choreographing for the big 
screen. This interview took place in February 2024 and draws on some of the exercises and 
discussions of the workshop. Taking a feminist angle, the interview traces Fran’s background 
and professional journey, recounting anecdotes from different productions and reflecting on 
the challenges and politics of this professional role. This interview is also part of a wider 
attempt to acknowledge and honour the extraordinary diverse bodies of work in the field of 
screen-based dance, which are rarely represented as such due to the nature of the practice, 

1 A film brief is a concise document that acts as a roadmap for the production team and articulates the 
creative vision as well as wider parameters and logistics. The document outlines the purpose of a project with 
the film’s intentions and messages, who the target audience is, what the aesthetics of the production are, and 
lists any specific stand-out aspects, requirements or constraints. Budgets and timelines will also be included 
but a brief is always provisional and open to change. 
2 Official statistics with regards to male and female choreographers exist mainly in the field of ballet and 
classical dance, which indicate that globally in 2025 about 70% of creative leadership roles are held by men. 
Meanwhile 60% of head of school positions in the field are held by women, but the numbers have been 
declining over the last few years, down from 71% in 2023. With regards to classical dance companies a similar 
percentage of these leadership roles are held by men, while there is a slight improvement in numbers with 
regards to smaller dance companies. See: Global Leadership Report 2025 https://dancedataproject.com/ddp-
research/global-leadership-report-
2025/#:~:text=The%20report%20identifies%20that%20of,57.9%25%20of%20rehearsal%20director%20roles 

https://doi.org/10.18061/screendance.6299
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its industries and reliance on film festivals, as well as the limited number of collections and 
institutional representations and their curatorial endeavours.3 

Claudia Kappenberg: Thanks so much for agreeing to this interview Fran. The workshop with 
yourself and Dale gave me wonderful insights into different aspects of your work and I am 
delighted that we can share some of this with readers of the journal who will be more familiar 
with small to medium size productions. It will be useful and potentially surprising to hear 
about the required skills and what it’s like “over there” on the big sets. Can we start at the 
beginning, that is, where did you grow up and how did you get into dance? 

Fran Jaynes: I was born in London, in Ilford. My mum had been a ballerina when she was 
younger, but she was hard of hearing and left in order to run a dance school and she also sent 
me to a ballet class as a child. When I was four, we moved to Manchester and I went to a 
ballet school there. I left home when I was 16 and went to a vocational school, Bush Davies, 
which sadly is no longer open. This was an incredible training, literally from nine o'clock in the 
morning to eight or nine o'clock at night, six days/ week, with ballet, tap dance and national 
dance. And it wasn’t just the dance steps, we learned about the history and the geography of 
each country like Spanish dance, Flamenco, and I used to be able to play the castanets. The 
training was amazing and for the kind of work I do absolutely invaluable. I realised that pretty 
quickly once I started to choreograph.   

CK: Did you have a vision at the time as to what you wanted to do later? 

FJ: If I'm honest, I've never had much of a vision, I just wanted to dance. But I had an accident 
with my back about a year after I started training, which led me to forming a group with four 
dancers and to start choreographing. 

CK: An all-female group? 

FJ: Yes, we wanted to work in television like everybody did, and we got close but never quite 
made it. We thought that working on cruise ships or pantomimes or going abroad was not for 
us, but we did end up going and we were glad that we did. We went to amazing countries, 
saw amazing things and worked and had a salary. 
I also started working on fashion shows in Manchester and met people at Granada Television 
who were in the casting department. But I can remember sitting on my bed and thinking, how 
do you break into film, how does that work? It seemed like a brick wall and I'm sure it still 
does. Eventually I met somebody who was working at the Liverpool Everyman Theatre, I 
choreographed some shows there and that is where I first found my home, I'm not sure why. 
You'd go to the pub on a Thursday night when you got paid and talk about the show, and that 
kind of work really opened my mind up to the possibilities of choreography and movement in 
shows. It was all about telling a story and not about the steps, which is sort of how I'd been 
trained. However, I'm glad I have all those steps in my head, and I probably worked in 
repertory for about ten years doing lots of different theatre shows, which later also secured 
me my first job in film. 

3 Analogue and digital archives of dance films are held, for example, by the Lincoln Centre for the Performing 
Arts, New York and by Deutsches Tanzfilminstitut Bremen [German Dancefilm Institut Bremen] as well as the 
Deutsches Tanzarchiv Köln [German Dance Archive Cologne] and the Cinémathèque de la danse in Paris. 
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CK: It sounds like you were in a supportive context? 

FJ: Yes, a very supportive atmosphere. Repertory theatres were better funded then 
and actors could get a contract for six months and do different shows. Sometimes I would 
find it hard to come up with stuff, but I was lucky with the directors I worked with. I remember 
phoning one director, who I'd collaborated with for years as I couldn’t work it out on my 
own. He said, “fine, we'll do it together, we'll just workshop it this morning.” I'd come from a 
world [of dance] where the choreographer does it all but this lifted something off me. I started 
to work with directors in a far more productive way because it wasn’t all down to me. 

CK: And how about the dancers and other people you are working with now in terms of what 
they can or can’t do? 

JF: People ask me that a lot. I often work with actors, but I never worry about that. I do what 
I think is right and if they're struggling with something I might adapt it, but I don't adapt it 
before I start. Also, most of the time I work with actors who are playing a character, and why 
would a character suddenly do extraordinary things? It wouldn't make sense. 

CK: I looked through your website and I was fascinated by the ad for Johnnie Walker, Blue 
Label, which has Jude Law in it., on which you worked in 2014. The ad is built around a 
Gentlemen’s wager, whereby Jude Law is on a boat and offers to buy the boat with a dance. 
This is a great teaser because the viewer gets drawn in and wonders how the actor is going to 
manage that. You then choreograph a scene, which echoes an iconic dance scene in Godard’s 
Bande à part (Band of Outsiders), a film from 1964 which many TV audiences would have 
been familiar with. 

FJ: Yes, the producers gave me this reference as they often do in the advertising world. They 
love references, which can be great, because it means that you're on the same page. 

CK: Jude Law performs it very well but also holds back the right amount. 

FJ: Yes, he doesn't push it at all but he's right on it. We'd worked together for a long time on 
a film called AI, Artificial Intelligence (2001), 4 in which he plays a robot and the robot is a 
gigolo. When his character meets somebody in the street, say a Spanish lady, his hair changes 
colour and he dances Spanish. We worked for a long time on all sorts of different styles 
and we also shot quite a lot of it, but there's not much of it in the film. 

CK:  I can see how your various experiences give you the means to pitch something in the right 
way. 

FJ: I think it's communication as well, it's about how you teach something, how you work with 
someone. Especially with actors, because they need to have an investment in it. They need to 
feel it, not that it's necessarily coming from them, but that they're a part of it. This is different 
to working with trained dancers, obviously. 

4 See: “A.I. Artificial Intelligence (2001) | Acting AI: A Portrait Of Gigolo Joe | Behind The Scenes”, including a 
clip of Francesca Jaynes and Jude Law on set: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AmXCoYwCNjE 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AmXCoYwCNjE
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CK: You have also worked with the director Mike Leigh who uses a lot of improvisation; where 
are you in that process when you are working with him? 

FJ: Mike Leigh asks his actors to research separately for weeks and different families of actors 
don't meet. When they do meet, they improvise. After that Mike goes away and writes the 
script, so it's never improvised on camera. With ‘Topsy Turvy’5 there were three parts to my 
job. One was to research all the operators of the original opera, that is the actors and crew, 
as well as the character of the Mikado. Mike sent me to museums and archives, which had 
the stage direction of the original opera. They also had the original book with notes by the 
stage manager, which was amazing because it didn't always give you the steps, but it gave 
you a language like ‘Ladies and gentlemen of the chorus, would you retire to your opening 
attitudes?’ So, as well as an idea of how the chorus moved, I was able to feed in the language 
to Mike and the researchers, so that they could pass it on to the actors. We basically rebuilt 
the environment from 1885, which is what Mike wanted. 

I was also working with Andy Serkis who played the choreographer and he would ask me, for 
example, how to do the etiquette, which I'd never done before and which was terrifying. I 
worked with Andy independently from everybody else. We had a rehearsal room at Three 
Mills Studio and I took him to watch different choreographers as well as a rehearsal of the 
Royal Ballet and of Cats. Also, I taught him ballet every day unless he was doing something 
else, and he became fascinated by it.  

CK: So you were embedded in the whole process in this film, you didn't just come in in week 
25. 

FJ: Yes, and once we knew which sections Mike was going to film, like the “Three Little Maids,” 
I could teach that scene. Because of the way Mike works, you don't know what the scenes are 
going to be until about a couple of days before you go into rehearsal so it's not a slow pace, 
there's a lot of work to be done. Mike Leigh always runs out of time for his films, but he insists 
on a lot of research. For example, Andy's character, Doban, was a dance professor who would 
teach all the latest dances that high society would do at the time like quadrilles and things 
like that. So, we had an afternoon where the whole company learned a quadrille because 
Mike said, they need to know it even though it's not going to be in the film. 

CK: This is impressive and says something about how thorough his approach is. 

FJ: Also, Doban could play the violin and would accompany himself and Andy taught himself 
to play it. Later, in one session, Andy was playing the violin and he choreographed me. That 
was weird, but amazing. Also I'd always wanted to teach him a mazurka but we ran out of 
time. One day, we were in a cab going from our rehearsal room to Richmond Theatre to film 
an improvised scene, and just as we got to Richmond Theatre, Andy said, “we never did a 
mazurka, what's a mazurka?”  I replied that it was a dance by the military and used the sound 
of horses and heels clicking, like a gallop. Later that day, when we were filming he brought 
this into the improvisation; he looks at his watch and he says something like, “I've got to 
go, I'm arranging a mazurka at four o'clock,” and then he does the heel click! For me, that's 

5 Topsy-Turvy (1999) is a film by Mike Leigh about the creation of Gilbert and Sullivan's opera The Mikado. The 
Mikado is the title of the opera, the name of the fictional world of ‘The Mikado’ as well as the name of the 
fictional Emperor. 
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one of the best moments of the film. Nobody else will ever know of course but that doesn't 
matter.  

CK: This was your first feature film, how did you manage to get the contract? 

FJ:  When I went for the interview, I thought that I wouldn’t get it, because at that time I'd 
never worked on a film and I'd never worked on a Gilbert & Sullivan opera. But it turned out 
that Mike didn't want someone who had worked on a Gilbert & Sullivan, he was interested in 
creating theatre and he wanted someone who knew that tradition. 

CK: I would have thought that one starts out with smaller productions and gradually scales up 
the work but as your first film this would have been a big set? 

FJ: Indeed, Topsy-Turvy was pretty big and I would say that your first job might not necessarily 
be small. Your first job might be the biggest job you ever do. That is the nature of this 
business. A director might see a choreographer's work on stage and just bring them in. And if 
you get onto a big production, it's all about navigating all the departments, knowing where 
you should be, knowing what you could say to a director, whether you should say anything, 
whether you go through to the First [1st AD]6. And that can be quite terrifying. 

CK: You also worked on The Da Vinci Code (2006) which was directed by Ron Howard, another 
huge set?  

FJ: Yes, it was huge and it’s quite a funny story. I knew he wanted some kind of pagan-esque 
scene, I choreographed a fairly long routine and we showed it to Ron Howard on video who 
said “Yeah, that's great.” However, on the day we were filming, they started changing the 
music and the second time they changed it, they wanted the dancers to sing in Latin. So this 
AD [Assistant Director] comes up to me and says, “Oh God, they've got to learn this Latin.” He 
assumed that none of the dancers would be able to speak Latin but one dancer went, “I speak 
Latin.” So I looked at the AD and said, “it's fine, we'll sort it.”  Because that's what people 
think about dancers, assuming that nobody has studied Latin. Anyway, the dancers started to 
learn the words and ten minutes later, someone else came down and said that we couldn’t 
get clearance for that either. It was kind of chaos and eventually we performed it to yet 
another track on set, but dancers are brilliant, they can do it. 

CK: Now I’d be curious as to what you would say is in your toolkit, to manage all these different 
situations and demands? 

FJ: That's a really good question but I always work to a brief and it's kind of there in a way, it's 
on the page. I don't know if I have a toolkit really, I often have a plan, also because of time 
constraints.  

If I've got an actor for two hours and then that actor is going off to hair and make-up, I can't 
go over those two hours. Also, I can't expect an actor to come up with stuff, especially if I 
haven't worked with them before. So I often do have something prepared, but within that, it 
can be quite fluid If I feel that it’s not working. A lot of actors don’t have confidence when it 

6 The First on a film set is usually the First Assistant Director or 1st AD, responsible for managing both the set 
and the shooting schedule and working closely with the Director. 



IJSD Volume 16: Feminist Perspectives in Screendance 

158 

comes to movement and they want guidance, so in my toolkit I try and make them relaxed, 
because they can come in stiff as a board and nervous. 

CK: How do you make them relaxed? 

FJ: Maybe have a chat about it, let’s just try this, see how it goes, see how you feel about it. I 
don’t go “five, six, seven, eight….”, although I do that sometimes. 

CK: In the workshop with yourself and Dale we also did a role-play where we rehearsed a set 
of steps from Alice in Wonderland and two people took on the role of director and 
choreographer. The director had to tell the choreographer how they wanted to shoot the 
scene and the choreographer had to adjust the scene immediately to create a pathway for 
the camera. I imagine that this kind of situation is quite stressful with lots of people looking 
and waiting. What is your process in that situation? 

FJ: My process is that I focus on the director and the DOP [Director of Photography]. 
Sometimes Dale is one of the dancers as was the case for Alice in Wonderland which is great 
because he can see what is required and manage the dancers while I concentrate on the 
director. You have to glean whatever you can, it might be a word, maybe the dynamic is not 
quite right, or maybe he needs an actor to pull back a little bit, and I can’t do both. If you are 
on your own you just have to find a way and trust your dancers. We try and cast our own 
dancers and if I have one person I know, they can take over that role while I am concentrating 
on the director. 

CK: You are basically listening to the director and then translating that into directions for the 
performers? 

FJ: Exactly. Hopefully the director already trusts you and has seen what you have done, and 
they don’t mind when things fall apart. Often, they go away and then you clean it up. This is 
part of the process and it can happen with costume or with props etc. It depends on the 
personality of the director, some say “Sort that later”, others say “Can we do that now?”.     

CK: If we look at your trajectory over 20 years, including the transition from theatre to film 
and the many films you have worked on, what do you want your contribution to be in the film 
dance world? 

FJ: Oh, nobody has ever asked me that question before.  Actually, one of the things that's so 
important to me is the way dancers are treated. Dale and I have fought for dancers our whole 
career, to get the correct contracts, to get a rehearsal space, making sure it's warm and just 
looking after them. And I think we've helped dancers have a better time on set. That's all I 
need, really. 

CK: I am shocked to hear that because of what it says about the industry. 

FJ: Yes, as I mentioned earlier dancers are not thought of in the same way as, say, musicians. 
The independent dance sector has helped enormously to change that perception, but in terms 
of commercial dancers, no... We know their worth, how hard they've trained and what a 
tough job it is. 
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CK: Absolutely, I was a dancer once upon a time and I know it's hard labor. 

FJ: That's right. We've had people whose ribs were broken on set because the costume 
designer wanted the corsets to be so tight. The dancers didn't tell me until afterwards. In fact, 
they never told me, somebody else told me. Some designers don't care if the dancers have 
shoes on they can't move in, although it’s not everybody. We've also met some fantastic 
costume designers who are far more understanding and lovely. It's just that I've met too many 
who don't think like that and who don't think it's important. So, we will continue to fight for 
them. 

CK: This seems to be part of a wider systemic undervaluing of dance in the film industry; we 
talked in the workshop about the fact that there are no Oscars for Best Choreography. I 
looked it up and indeed, there was one briefly from 1937 to 1939 but that is all. This was an 
Oscar for Best Dance Productions which, according to Wikipedia, was discontinued due to 
pressure by the director's branch of the Academy. 

FJ: I knew it would be the director's branch, even though there were brilliant people like 
Hermes Pan and Fred Astaire. You also can't be called casting director just like you can't be 
called movement director, because of the Director's Guild. Even on IMDB we don't have a 
category, we're “other crew”. 

CK: We need a #metoo for Choreography. 

FJ: A #metoo for choreography, that's a good idea. I've been with Equity all my working life 
and the contracts for choreographers in theatre are pretty good, I think. But they don't really 
do film and television for choreographers or movement directors. 
Ellen Kane and Polly Bennett had the idea to unionise and they've got about 120 people who 
have signed up. But given Equity already exists, maybe the best thing would be for everybody 
to join Equity and then to see if Equity can help us. 
It's a bit tricky for me because I have personally not come across a lot of the grievances, but 
it’s important to hear everybody else's stories. I don't have a problem with people respecting 
me, I have a problem with people respecting my dancers. So it depends also on where you 
are in your career and what you come across. 

CK: Quite often you work with the same director like Mike Leigh or Tim Burton, where you 
have a working relationship and I would think mutual respect? 

FJ: Absolutely, yes. 

CK: Might you feel sometimes that you are being treated differently because you're a 
woman? 

FJ: I'm going to say no, in terms of face-to-face, in terms of being around a table with other 
heads of departments and such like. But am I paid less than a male choreographer? I don't 
know, that never gets discussed. Therefore, what goes on in the background, I'm not sure. 
Often, there are far more men than women heads of department, but Mike Leigh’s always 
had a female designer and he often has women as heads of department. Also, I'm not 
frightened of saying I need this and that, so it may also be personality. Of course, I wasn't like 
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that in the beginning and that's the other thing about experience, which gives you confidence 
because you do know what will work and what you need. 
For example, in order to choreograph let’s say 120 people in one parade, we can't just have 
six speakers to relay the instructions on set, we need them all the way down. And they'll go, 
oh, ok. Maybe 20 years ago I might not have said that or I would have assumed that somebody 
else would have known that. 

CK: During the workshop I also asked you what kind of things you have learned doing this 
work and you said something related, like it's understanding the system, the hierarchy and 
how to function within that hierarchy of the big set. 

FJ: Yes, it's navigating your way through that. The bigger the production, the harder it is. Did 
we mention the film we made in Denmark and Sweden? We absolutely loved it.  

CK: Could you say more about that film? 

JF: The backdrop was the Royal Danish Ballet Company. The director of the film had cast a 
ballerina for one of the roles and had worked with her for a year. They'd also cast an actor to 
play a ballerina and she'd been trained by somebody at the Danish Royal Ballet for a whole 
year and had been on a diet for the year, really tough. She'd also come to our very first 
workshop because she wanted to learn and work out how she could possibly do this, and 
meanwhile she told me about the way the Danish film industry works. Apparently, the 
government funds films but spreads the money out to only two or three production 
companies and then everybody's on the same amount of money, including the director and 
the electrician. 

CK: Seriously? Sally Potter did that for her short film The Gold Diggers, in 1983. 

FJ: Seriously. Our task was to choreograph some of the sequences, but the main job was to 
make sure that everything on set, like the rehearsal room, was set up correctly. The job was 
fantastic and we all stayed in the same hotel and ate the same food. I know that sounds crazy, 
but that doesn't always happen. And we were asked our opinions all day long; we would meet 
the night before filming with the director and the DOP and we would talk through the shots 
they were considering doing the next day. This never happened to me before and will 
probably never happen again.  

CK:  Who was the director? 

JF: Birgitte Stærmose.7  

CK: Sounds great. Interesting that you said you never normally see the shots or have a 
discussion about the shots. I think you even said in the workshop you generally don’t even 
know where the camera will be when you are choreographing something. Basically one day a 
camera team turns up and does whatever they want. 

7 Darling (2017), Dir Birgitte Stærmose. DK: Zentropa International Sweden, Film i Väst, TV2 Denmark. 
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FJ: Yes, that's right. But that is the difference of working on those big films to making your 
own dance film. You obviously have far more control in your own project.  

CK: Coming back to your background, what were your role models as a young woman and did 
your family background help you? 

FJ: My mum, as you know, was a ballerina and she supported me. My dad was a working-class 
lad, but a great one for education. “You can achieve anything in life, as long as you put the 
work in,” that was his mantra. So, it never occurred to me that I couldn't do something 
because I was a woman. Although I remember having coffee with a friend of mine back in the 
1980s who knew that I had a dance group. I said to her that I'm going to go out as a freelance 
choreographer, to which she replied, “You can't do that”. I said, “why?” “Well, you're a 
woman,” was her answer. I was shocked but I just dismissed it. I thought, there's Arlene 
Phillips, whatever you think of that kind of work, there‘s Flick Colby [Felicity Isabelle Colby], 
dancer and choreographer of Pan’s People on BBC, there was Teri Anne Scoble. So right at the 
top of my head, I could think of three people. But I also started thinking about all the people 
who were choreographing in light entertainment back then, we're talking about the early 
1980s, with big seaside specials with choreographers like Jeff Richer and I realised that 
actually, yeah, in that world, they were all men. However, I didn't let it bother me, I didn't 
think about it. 

CK: It's interesting that you could at least name some women and you weren't the first one. 

FJ: All I'd known up to then at Bush Davies, all the teachers and choreographers were 
women. So, why would we think we couldn't do that? But, of course, that is different in the 
ballet world where they've only just started to have women choreographers. 

CK: A mere ten years ago there was a Guardian article by Luke Jennings asking, “Where are 
all the female choreographers?” because at the time, only two out of twelve associate artist 
choreographers at Sadler’s Wells Theatre in London were female.8 

FJ: I had two stepchildren that I brought up because their mum died. Then I had a baby of my 
own and my partner is an actor. We shared looking after them and my mum and dad would 
come down from Manchester and help. But I've had so many conversations with young 
women on set about how they are going to do it. These young people, like the runners and 
the ADs, they have to be on set before me and after me. And creches are not the answer, 
because they would have to take them to the creche at 5 o'clock in the morning and might 
not be able to pick the child up until 7 or 8 o'clock at night. You don't want that for your baby. 
And even if you wanted a nanny, you couldn't afford to have a nanny for 10 or more hours a 
day. That's why so many people in film don't have children.  

CK: What are some of the other challenges in your professional role? 

FJ: Sometimes on big films, you can have weeks and weeks and weeks when you feel like this 
is brilliant; you can prepare, you can have a show and tell, you can change and refine things. 

8 Luke Jennings (2013), “Sexism in Dance: Where are all the Female Choreographers?” 
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2013/apr/28/women-choreographers-glass-ceiling?view=mobile, Sun 28 
Apr 2013 09.00 BST. 

https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2013/apr/28/women-choreographers-glass-ceiling?view=mobile
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And then on the same film, you can have a day where you've had no preparation, where 
you've had no discussion with the director and somebody wants you to do something. That 
can be really challenging. […] 
Speaking generally, it can be tricky if I am the choreographer and I do the big sequences, 
parades and whatever, and they also call on me to fix something which is technically a 
different department. Maybe they haven’t quite understood how to translate something so 
that it works on camera, and the director or the producer might call on me to sort out the 
timing or something like that, even though these are not my dancers. Meanwhile I don’t want 
to step on anyone else’s toes, so I have to try and find a way to feed in ideas but be very 
diplomatic and try not to undermine the people I’m talking to. That can be very challenging. 

CK: On the positive side, you might find you are a problem solver? 

FJ: Definitely, even though something might not necessarily be my bit of choreography. I'll tell 
you another story from Sweeney Todd (2007), again with Tim Burton. This was about the 
scene in the asylum where background artists were banging their heads against the wall and 
rocking backwards and forwards, but it wasn’t working. Often no one talks to the background 
artists and it turned out they loved the fact that they could get some direction. I thought, 
okay, that is too much in anybody's world and in Tim Burton's mind, it's way too much. I said 
to them, what you've been doing is great, but we just need to bring it down and I did that 
percentage thing which I did with you all in the workshop, bringing it down and down and 
down. 

CK: To fill this in a bit for the readers, you taught us a different scene from Sweeney Todd in 
the workshop where we had to walk in a circle and become animals and move like an animal. 
You then took us through a set of increasing percentages, moving 10% like an animal or 80% 
and eventually 100%, and then we went back down to zero. 

FJ: What's interesting about this approach is that it's not a radical change, it’s just a slight 
adjustment and the adjustment is in the mind and it's something that everybody understands. 

CK: It's not a dance instruction. 

FJ:  Yes, very nice. In fact, this thing of working with percentages of intensity, that's also in my 
toolkit. 

CK: And again you’re problem solving. 

FJ: I like problem solving. I think that's a nice professional role to have. It's not dictatorial, it's 
just working things out. And sometimes that's just calming everyone down or thinking in a 
different way.  

CK: So, you've worked on film for 25 years? 

FJ: I did Topsy Turvy with Mike Leigh in 1999. My son was three months old when I started 
that job and he's just turned 26. So actually, yeah, 26 years. 

CK: You have worked with a fantastic range of people, spaces, productions and styles. Is there 
something you haven't done yet? 
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FJ: People do ask me that, but I've been given so many opportunities and I kind of feel like the 
answer to that is no. There was a talk of a film about Busby Berkeley and I don't normally 
chase things but I did get my agent to contact the production company because that would 
be something that I would absolutely love to do. I've done tiny little bits of it in Dumbo (2019) 
and in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (2005). Busby Berkeley was one of the references 
for the chocolate room. I would love to do that, but I think it's probably gone away and they 
may well do it in America or Canada.  

CK: This makes me think of the dance scene in Yorgos Lanthimos’ The Favourite, when a 
traditional court dance from the 1800s becomes very physical and mixes in all sorts of 
contemporary styles and gestures. I imagine that not every director would be open to that 
kind of playfulness or be interested in it, but do you think that the demands on you as a 
choreographer might be changing, for example as to how you think about things or how you 
go about things? 

FJ: Yeah, you really have to remain open, because you don't know until you're in the room 
with the director how they're going to tell that story. In terms of the dance scene in The 
Favourite, I'm quite sure that that must have been part of the brief, but I don't know, maybe 
the choreographer just said, “Can I try this?” And fair play to them if they did. But yeah, people 
always want something new and something fresh even if they're telling an old story. What 
can be challenging, and which is what the choreographer did so brilliantly, was of course that 
nothing else had changed, everything is period in terms of the set and the costumes. But the 
scene didn't jar at all, it was fantastic to watch. 

CK: Given you work to a brief by and large, might you feel sometimes like it's too constraining 
or do you get bored? I mean, how do you work with some of the conventionality and the fact 
that these are often commercial productions with fixed expectations? 

FJ: I get a kick out of delivering briefs, it suits my personality. 

CK: During the workshop you asked us to play with a dance scene of Alice in Wonderland in 
any which way, and clearly something traditional also has wonderful creative potential. 

FJ: Indeed. Sometimes people think that people like me don't really create anything, either 
because you take something that's already been done or because you're doing it to a brief, or 
because it's not from my own head. And yet it feels sometimes like you can be incredibly 
creative with what you have. Sometimes, it can be a lack of understanding of what we actually 
do. 

CK:  Might this also be one reason why directors don't want choreographers to be 
acknowledged in the credits, because they may actually have a significant creative input? 

FJ: My guess would be that the directors I've worked with don’t actually think this way. I think 
it's the Guild in America. In fact, I've just read an article or watched a documentary about 
casting directors in America, about being credited as such on feature films and not having 
their own Academy Awards; Robert De Niro and, I think, possibly Woody Allen, really high-
profile directors, were saying “It's ridiculous, I can't do my job without the Casting 
Director.” Instead, it's some guild somewhere that won't let it happen. 
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CK: We’ve covered a lot of ground and thank you for sharing so much about your craft and 
expertise. This is also a means of facilitating so that others may work in advertising, TV or 
commercial film, and it’s facilitating that for other women. 

FJ: I realise that, and film sets can be scary and lonely. I mean, I try and always work with Dale, 
but you're on your own. A lot of the time you're on your own. 

CK: Now that's an interesting note to end on. 

FJ: It’s scary but fabulous. 
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Navigating Screendance Curation: An interview with Shawn Bible on the 
evolution of the Dance On Camera Festival and Screendance 

Davide De Lillis 

In this interview, Shawn Bible shares his professional journey and his entry into the Dance on 
Camera festival. He delves into the festival’s curatorial process and the educational initiatives 
promoted by Dance on Camera to support emerging talent. Drawing from his experience as a 
curator, professor, educational director, and artist, he highlights the growing role of 
storytelling in contemporary screendance and reflects on the impact of new technologies on 
the field. 

This text is based on a conversation between Davide De Lillis and Shawn Bible that took place 
on Google Meet on 11 February 2025. While efforts have been made to stay true to the 
transcript and preserve the conversational tone, some parts have been summarized for clarity 
and conciseness. This version has been reviewed by both Shawn and Davide. 

Davide De Lillis: Let's start from your arrival at Dance On Camera [DOC].1 How did you start 
your collaboration with them? 

Shawn Bible: Marta Renzi is why I joined DOC.2 Well, it's a weird story! I was a fine artist. I 
ended up dancing for a dance company, while I was a designer for a bunch of clothing brands 
here in the States. Then I went to graduate school, having received a full scholarship. As soon 
as I graduated from graduate school at the University of Michigan, I was offered my first job 
as a professor of dance. At the beginning I thought - Oh my God! I am a technology person: I 
have been designing on Adobe Illustrator, Photoshop, InDesign and using Premiere Pro, all 
this software! Then, I started to incorporate it into what I did with dance: making films with 
dance. And later, I found out that there was this thing called the Dance on Camera Festival. 

DDL: Do you remember in which year you discovered the DOC festival? 

SB: Probably in 2003—way back in the early 2000s. And I had no idea this was even a thing. 
Because, back then, I was living in the Midwest, in Michigan.  
Then, I created a relationship with Dance on Camera. As the head of the dance department, I 
would buy films from DOC and host a festival at the university I taught at. It would be called 
the Dance on Camera Touring Festival.3 Over those ten years, while teaching at various 
universities before moving to New York, I continued buying the DOC films and hosting a 
festival at every university I worked at.  
Once I moved to New York, Marta Renzi, then president of DOC, told me “Now that you live 
here, you can participate on our board and see how this really works.” That's how I joined the 
board. Marta left soon after. I stepped in as vice president drawing on my experience with 
dance on camera as a filmmaker, professor and curator of my touring festival for ten years. 
I became the liaison between DOC and the academic system. In the US there is often a big 

https://doi.org/10.18061/screendance.6303
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divide between professional organizations and academia. So, I thought - Why don't we create 
an easier way for academics to learn about dance on camera? Why don't we invite students 
to show their works on a DOC student program? So, as both a professor and a DOC board 
member, I would be sent to various schools around New York to help teach young people how 
to make dance films. I was the education director for about five years. Then, when the 
president of DOC moved to Washington State, I stepped into the role. It was kind of 
accidental.  

DDL: You started curating screendance festivals in the early 2000s. How do you think 
screendance has changed since then? 

SB: Most of the dance on camera films I would call shorts, because they are usually under 
thirty minutes. However, as dance on camera evolves they get longer and longer. I think they 
will eventually reach the standard length of feature films, around one hour and a half. Eighty 
minutes is usually the timeframe for a film to be considered a feature. Many dance on camera 
documentaries are already within that range. 
The storytelling is also developing. For the DOC Festival, I look for films that are balanced. If 
it's a narrative film, for example, I look for a story with a clear beginning and resolution, that 
does not leave everything ambiguous. I think this is one of the biggest changes I've seen in 
dance films over the years—the storytelling has become much stronger. 

DDL: One of my research interests explores the relationship between screendance and the 
environment.4 As Sylvie Vitaglione observes in Dancing in Place: Site-specific Screendance 
(2018), many artists have created works outside traditional studio settings, often engaging 
with natural materials. Is this still the case today? How has this trend evolved over the years? 

SB: In the beginning there used to be all of these films where people were dancing outside in 
nature. To me that is one of the most humanistic organic ways of approaching dance film. 
Because we are products of nature. That's who we are. It's in our bones. I think it's a very 
natural process for dancers to go outside and see in what interesting ways we can interact 
with nature. You know, trees, grass, dirt, water. 
What has changed over time is the relevance of questions like: Why are you outside? Why are 
you dancing with trees? Why are you dancing in the water? Why are you dancing in this big 
pool of mud? It's not enough to just be doing it. We have to evolve the form of dance film to 
start making meaningful connections to the narrative.  
When I started, films were very artistic, very avant-garde. They pushed a lot of boundaries in 
terms of what a narrative is. And I loved that! Now I see films about people in nature with a 
complete narrative and a story. And you learn something from the film. I obviously don't mean 
to say that people don't make non-narrative and abstract films anymore. Of course they still 
do. But the biggest percentage of films nowadays - that I have seen and that are submitted 
from all over the world - have a general theme running through them. People in nature are 
actually achieving something. Whether it is a piece about climate change or about not being 
able to breathe the air, a statement on marine life, there is some educational component that 
is embedded with those films, which is how things have shifted.  
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Films often have a statement. Whether political or not, there is some kind of statement in the 
work. Filmmakers are not doing it just because it's pretty. And that's what I love. Because 
there is a strength to films that leave you with something to think about. I love things that are 
really beautiful, but I also want to know why you made it. For example, last year we 
programmed a dance film from Taiwan called Sea Spray (directed by Chin-Yuan Ke). They 
filmed some of their dances in flooded areas, and it was incredibly poetic. Most of it was in 
black and white. It was one of the first times I had seen a feature dance film addressing 
environmental issues in a certain region of the world. 

DDL: Have you ever created a DOC Festival category specifically dedicated to works related to 
the environment? 

SB: Yes. One of our last year's programs was called Environmental Expressions.5 It included 
films related to nature in various ways. There was a film called Branché , from Canada, which 
followed a circus troupe performing in a forest. Their acts offered a very interesting 
perspective on how to work with nature. It was incredibly beautiful. 
There was another film we featured in 2023 called Ghostly Labor: A Dance Film. It was about 
the Mexican migrant community and the exploitative conditions they faced on farms in 
California. So, yes. We have definitely done that.  I remember in 2023 we also showed Living 
on The Threshold , a really great film from France, shot in Réunion Island. The dancer goes 
underwater several times to encounter migrating whales and dance with them. 

DDL: How does your curatorial process usually unfold? How do thematic categories influence 
your choices? What challenges might arise along the way? 

SB: Curating is probably my favorite part of being involved in the DOC festival. I love to watch 
the 300 to 500 films that are submitted every year.  I'll watch them and think - Okay, was that 
interesting in a way I haven't seen before? Is it balanced from beginning to end? Is the camera 
too shaky?  
You know, if someone's camera is too shaky and they did a handheld, we can't show that on 
a big screen at Lincoln Center or Symphony Space, because it will make people nauseous.6 So, 
I have to eliminate certain films just because of their technical issues. They may have errors 
in the editing, no credits or they didn't have copyright to music. Some have audio issues that 
would blow the speakers in our presenting facilities.  
After this first selection, I narrow down the remaining films to the absolute strongest in terms 
of my opinion. All I look at is the film for what it is. I don't try to program them into any 
categories. I'm just looking for the best films in the submissions. Only after I picked those 
films, I put them into categories. I check how many films I have that are about the 
environment. How many documentaries about famous dance figures. How many films about 
political issues happening in the world. 

From those categories, I remove the weaker films and I see which ones go together. And it's 
not because they look alike, it's films that strongly contrast each other. I don't want any of 
the films to be alike. If we're doing a short program of 10 films, I don't want to show a bunch 
of films in nature in a row, because people are just going to be desensitized to the 
environment. So I don't do that. The same for similar music: a lot of dance people use music 
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in their films. If music is similar from one film to the next, I will not program them next to each 
other. 

DDL: Does the experience or popularity of a filmmaker play a role in your selection choices? 

SB: I will appreciate a brand new filmmaker just as much as someone who isn't. You know, 
last year we featured a film called Violent Textures of Nature and Flesh, directed by Matthew 
Strassburger. It was bizarre: slow-motion, drony music, people laying around in nature. 
They're just laying in the grass and it's dark and creepy. To me, it was one of the most brilliant 
uses of the outdoors in a long time. A fresh-out-of-college filmmaker made this beautiful film, 
and it was one of my favorites this past year. So, I strongly believe in new talent and new 
voices. And I think dance on camera is a beautiful thing, because a lot of the younger 
filmmakers who are coming up in this industry have really strong editing skills. They can do all 
sorts of incredible things with computers. 

DDL: This year, you’ve co-curated the festival with Cara Hagan and Michael Trusnovec.7 How 
has the collaborative curatorial process unfolded? Has DOC typically been co-curated by a 
team in the past? 

DOC has always invited a curatorial team of dance film professionals that are hand-selected 
by the board and executive director. A team of diverse perspectives is assembled, usually 
three curators who watch all of the submissions, create ratings, and then come together to 
compare their lists of films.  From our collective lists we whittle down into a smaller list.  From 
our small list we begin to think about how these films can create programs. We’ll often pull 
films back in and take films out, depending on the diversity of our films and what we want to 
program.  Every year I can say we have to leave out so many great films that we can’t find a 
place for in our final program.  That is indicative of the level of talent around the world.  We 
honor and respect each other’s opinions and perspectives and have a great time deciding 
which films will make it to the festival. 

DDL: Does the DOC festival rely solely on submissions, or do you also invite some artists? 

SB: Well, I think because Dance on Camera is 53 years old, people know it. Anyone in the 
entire world can submit a film to Dance on Camera. We don't reach out to filmmakers who 
we love. I know a lot of dance filmmakers, because I see many submissions every year. So, I 
have a relationship with their history and the body of their work. But I don't think that 
reaching out to them would be a fair process.  Filmfreeway is the number one contact for 
anyone who wants to submit films. If you can put your advertisement on Filmfreeway under 
the dance film category, you'll get submissions. So, when we open for submissions, we just 
try to get the word out as best as we can. We mainly use social media and Filmfreeway.  

DDL: Why does DOC ask for a submission fee? 

SB: So, because we're a non-profit organization, a submission fee is essential. It covers 
administrative costs for processing applications and assisting filmmakers with any technical 
issues related to their submission files. We have to pay FilmFreeway and our executive 
director to put out the calls. We pay a rental fee for our venues. Most of the grants that we 
receive can't pay for these things. They are mainly focused on educational programs, and we 
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are not making money for ourselves. 

DDL: Does DOC waive the submission fee in some cases? 

SB: There are some cases where we actually do that. We used to do it more often, but we 
realized that it led to financial losses, so it hasn’t happened in many years. We try to keep our 
submission fee as low as we can. We start with our early bird submission, which is the 
cheapest—I think it's $50. If you wait to submit your work, the fee increases. Unfortunately, 
we can't change that. I am a choreographer of a dance company, and I know that, in some 
cases, artists may not have the money to apply. It's a sensitive topic, but that is the only way 
for us to run a festival at a prestigious venue like Lincoln Center or Symphony Space, and to 
offer that kind of visibility to the artists. 

DDL: Aside from the screening days of the festival, in what other ways does DOC contribute 
to the Screendance scene? You mentioned you have educational programs. Do you organize 
workshops for artists? Or other public educational events? 

SB: Yes! These are the activities that most of the grants help fund. We do educational 
programming where we rent a studio and invite filmmakers who want to receive feedback on 
their work. I curate these Dance Film Labs, so I review the submissions. The selected artists 
are invited for a discussion with a panel of experienced filmmakers who provide feedback, 
helping them understand how an audience beyond their peer group would receive it. It's 
really rewarding and we do several of those every year.  
We offer a Production Grant program, providing funding to filmmakers. Submissions are 
usually once a year. The grants go from $2,500 and below. It doesn't sound like a lot of money, 
but it could cover the cost of an editor or somebody to color your film or a sound engineer if 
you need it. A panel of curators reviews the films and assigns three production grants. One of 
these works is usually shown at the DOC Festival, during the Production Grantee Program. In 
which the artist shares insights about the filmmaking process and has an open discussion with 
the audience. 

We also have the Dance in Focus Award. Once a year, we honor an outstanding dance figure 
from around the world with this award, and they usually present a film. This year we honored 
Carmen de Lavallade.8 

We also offer #mydancefilm, a social media short film submission program. Anyone in the 
world can send in their work. All they have to do is upload their work on instagram, using 
#mydancefilm. It can be any kind of dance film under three minutes. We get hundreds of 
those submissions every year.9 

DDL - How has the festival changed since you joined DOC? And looking ahead, how do you 
think it will continue to change, particularly in response to technological advancements or 
developments in other fields?  

SB: Well, the festival is going to evolve as people evolve. As I mentioned, narratives are a lot 
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stronger. The films themselves are getting a lot stronger, because artists are getting more 
professional and more adept at making films. So, the quality is just getting better and better. 
Artistry is getting pretty cool because technology is evolving and, for example, we can do 
more things with computers and drones. Drone footage to me is one of the most exciting 
things that has happened to dance on camera. We have a film this year in the festival called 
Foreshore, directed by Audrey MacLean. It has a lot of drone footage over a beach and it is 
the most beautiful landscape you have seen. I mean it is just incredible. 
Also, there’s a film series you should check out—it’s called Future Futures, directed by Brian 
Johnson. It was a television show, I think for CBC, blending dance and film. As people move 
through space, they begin to glitch, creating incredible effects. The work is a commentary on 
technology’s limitations and the episodes are amazing.  
Going back to your question, I'm waiting for films with AI generated people to appear in our 
submissions, because I know it's coming.  

DDL: You haven’t received any AI-generated film submissions yet? 

SB: We've had AI-enhanced footage, like computerized voices interacting with people and 
making them do things. We've never had a fully AI-generated film with human-like figures. 
We've seen animation artists make cartoons and game designers make dance films using 
game design. But when I say AI-generated films, I mean works where the body is no longer 
limited - It can stretch, transform into a rubber band, or morph into different characters. That 
is what I'm looking forward to. I like things that are manipulated by technology. And I'm 
excited to see how people use AI with dancefilm to strengthen their creative process. I know 
it's not for everyone. But I'm very curious. In academia in the U.S., we're trying to prevent 
people from cheating by using AI to generate their papers. So, I'm just very curious to see how 
it trickles into the dance film world.  

DDL: Have you received applications by artists who work with dance in virtual reality? 

Yes! We had a filmmaker. Actually, he is the director of Future Futures. He made a film with 
sensor driven virtual reality. But it requires a specific setup and that's not something we can 
do. Two screens that face each other and you stand in the middle wearing the goggles and 
things happen around you. A software developer is also involved in the process. But we can't 
really do installations.  

DDL: Are installations something that DOC festival would want to present in the future? 

SB: If we wanted to do something like that, there would be a cost, so it’s always a balance of 
what we want to prioritize. Right now, the focus of DOC isn’t on installations but on 
showcasing dance on screen in a traditional cinema setting.  
I’d love to present something like that as the opening – where the DOC festival is happening 
in the theater, but with a dance-on-camera installation piece in the lobby before you enter. 
That’s the kind of thing I’d enjoy doing. 
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Biographies: 

Shawn T. Bible grew up in Roseville, Michigan, and earned a BA in Social Science and Dance 
from Michigan State University, followed by an MFA in Dance Choreography and Performance 
from the University of Michigan. He currently serves as the President of Dance on Camera and 
Executive Producer of the Dance on Camera Festival. Additionally, Shawn moderates the 
Dance Film Labs, providing education to dance filmmakers, and hosts filmmaker Q&A panels 
during the festival. 
Shawn has been a Professor of Dance at Idaho State University, Texas Tech University, and 
Grand Valley State University (where he served as Head of Dance). He joined the faculty at 
Manhattanville College in 2016 as the Director of Dance. 
As the artistic director of shawnbibledanceco., a contemporary dance company he founded 
in 2007, Shawn’s work is presented internationally. 

Davide De Lillis holds a Master's degree in Choreographing Live Art from the University of 
Lincoln (UK) and is currently a PhD student in Culture, Practices, and Technologies of Cinema, 
Media, Music, Theatre, and Dance at the University of Roma Tre (Italy). He curates the 
streaming program Screendance@VisualcontainerTV, and his work as a screendance artist has 
been showcased internationally. 

Notes: 
1 Dance on Camera is the longest-running dance film festival in the world. It happens every 
year in New York City (U.S.). See https://www.dancefilms.org/. 
2 Marta Renzi is a choreographer and filmmaker. Her work has been showcased 
internationally and has earned numerous awards. She served as a board member and 
President of the Dance Films Association, which organizes the Dance on Camera Festival. 
See https://martarenzi.blogspot.com/. 
3 See https://dfasite.wordpress.com/festival/dance-on-camera-on-tour/. 
4 This interview is part of the research for the joint PhD program between Roma Tre 
University and the National Academy of Dance in Cultures, Practices, and Technologies of 
Cinema, Media, Music, Theater, and Dance, funded by PNRR funds, Ministerial Decree No. 
629/2024.  
5 See https://www.filmlinc.org/films/environmental-expressions/. 
6 From 1996 to 2024 the Dance on Camera festival was co-presented with and took place at 
Film at Lincoln Center. In 2025 the festival is in partnership with the Symphony Space, 
where it takes place. See https://www.dancefilms.org/.   
7 Cara Hagan is a multidisciplinary artist, writer, and curator. Hagan serves on the board of 
Dance On Camera as secretary and co-curates the festival. See https://www.carahagan.net/. 
Michael Trusnovec is a celebrated dancer and curator. He served on the board of Dance On 
Camera as vice president and co-curates the festival. See 

https://www.dancefilms.org/
http://../%20https:/martarenzi.blogspot.com/
https://dfasite.wordpress.com/festival/dance-on-camera-on-tour/
https://www.filmlinc.org/films/environmental-expressions/
https://www.dancefilms.org/
https://www.carahagan.net/
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SHmCXCNkEtE. 
8 Carmen de Lavallade (1931-2025) was a choreographer and dancer, born in Los Angeles. 
She performed in Broadway productions, with Alvin Ailey's company, and at the 
Metropolitan Opera. She received numerous prestigious awards in recognition of her 
contribution to dance and the performing arts. See 
https://www.thehistorymakers.org/biography/carmen-de-lavallade. 
9 For more details on the activities of Dance On Camera see 
https://www.dancefilms.org/dance-film-labs; https://www.dancefilms.org/production-
grants and https://www.instagram.com/explore/search/keyword/?q=%23mydancefilm. 
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Opportunities and News 

This is a new page and addition to the journal, where we share opportunities and news 
relevant to the screendance community. 
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	Monalisa often gravitates toward screen characters where women take up space without 
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	Monalisa:  Power bolte bojhay je mane dui ekjon ase nah dhoren ami ekta movie dekhtesi ba kono cinema dekhtesi ba kono natok dekhtesi tar bhitore oije nyaka nyaka thake nah amar oi mohila-der nyaka nyaka vabta bhalo lage na. Mohila hoile nyaka hoite hobe emon to kono kotha nei. Purusher cheye beshi mohila-ra strong. Nyaka character amar beshi bhalo lage na. Jegula powerful jar kauke lage na. Mane ekai jar kono nayok lage na, jar kono hero lage na. Ekai hero ekai heroine orokom character amar beshi bhalo lage. Ei je eitate dui hate gun niye fighter-e jachhe. 
	Monalisa often gravitates toward screen characters where women take up space without 
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	ekhane erokom ekta ye esheche oder video amra dekhi. Tarpor dekhte dekhte sobar naam shob kichu jana hoye geshe. Tarpor theke oder bhalo lage. 
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	Sumedha: Kono favorite phool ache tor? 
	Sumedha: Keno? 
	Sumedha: Kono favorite phool ache tor? 
	Sumedha: Keno? 

	Monalisa: Hya! Eikhane! Amar biral khub pochhondo. Eikhane ekekta biral ekek dhoroner movement kore. Ei je eita amar eikhane aka. Anime-r chokhgula! Amar ichchha ache jibone ami erokom hair style-gulo korbo sei hair style-gulo aki ami jegulo korte chai. 
	Monalisa: Eikhan theke eita amar kora ache. Ar ekhono eigulo amar kora hoy ni. Ekhon ichchha ache eigulo korar. 
	Monalisa: Hya! Eikhane! Amar biral khub pochhondo. Eikhane ekekta biral ekek dhoroner movement kore. Ei je eita amar eikhane aka. Anime-r chokhgula! Amar ichchha ache jibone ami erokom hair style-gulo korbo sei hair style-gulo aki ami jegulo korte chai. 
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	Sumedha: Dekhi dekhi ke eita? 
	Sumedha: Duto side! 
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	modhhe ekta chhobi aka hoye jay. Shudhu bhaplei je ami erokom ekta chhobi aakte chai or porei hoye jay aka. 
	Monalisa: Eikhane to nei. Onno room-e ache. 
	modhhe ekta chhobi aka hoye jay. Shudhu bhaplei je ami erokom ekta chhobi aakte chai or porei hoye jay aka. 
	Monalisa: Eikhane to nei. Onno room-e ache. 
	they were. She decided to make videos about them. Then she started liking their songs — first 

	Camera woman: What does this mean? 
	Camera woman: What does this mean? 

	Monalisa: This is…! A cute anime character called Anya. From Spy Family! She can read 
	people’s thoughts. That’s why I drew her. Another one here. 
	Monalisa: This is…! A cute anime character called Anya. From Spy Family! She can read 
	people’s thoughts. That’s why I drew her. Another one here. 
	Monalisa: Pikachu! 

	Monalisa: Medusa! With snakes in her hair. Whoever looks at her turns to stone. This one’s 
	from anime too. And this one is a kid’s character I tried drawing. 
	Monalisa: Medusa! With snakes in her hair. Whoever looks at her turns to stone. This one’s 
	from anime too. And this one is a kid’s character I tried drawing. 
	Girl: Iron Man! Robert Downey Jr! 
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	to play it. Later, in one session, Andy was playing the violin and he choreographed me. That 
	one of the best moments of the film. Nobody else will ever know of course but that doesn't 
	never worked on a film and I'd never worked on a Gilbert & Sullivan opera. But it turned out 
	comes to movement and they want guidance, so in my toolkit I try and make them relaxed, 
	don’t go “five, six, seven, eight….”, although I do that sometimes. 
	CK: Absolutely, I was a dancer once upon a time and I know it's hard labor. 
	FJ: That's right. We've had people whose ribs were broken on set because the costume 

	that in the beginning and that's the other thing about experience, which gives you confidence 
	FJ: Yes, that's right. But that is the difference of working on those big films to making your 
	FJ: My mum, as you know, was a ballerina and she supported me. My dad was a working-class 
	And then on the same film, you can have a day where you've had no preparation, where 
	FJ: People do ask me that, but I've been given so many opportunities and I kind of feel like the 
	for the chocolate room. I would love to do that, but I think it's probably gone away and they 
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	Once I moved to New York, Marta Renzi, then president of DOC, told me “Now that you live here, you can participate on our board and see how this really works.” That's how I joined the board. Marta left soon after. I stepped in as vice president drawing on my experience with dance on camera as a filmmaker, professor and curator of my touring festival for ten years. 

	What has changed over time is the relevance of questions like: Why are you outside? Why are you dancing with trees? Why are you dancing in the water? Why are you dancing in this big pool of mud? It's not enough to just be doing it. We have to evolve the form of dance film to start making meaningful connections to the narrative.  
	programmed a dance film from Taiwan called Sea Spray (directed by Chin-Yuan Ke). They 
	After this first selection, I narrow down the remaining films to the absolute strongest in terms of my opinion. All I look at is the film for what it is. I don't try to program them into any categories. I'm just looking for the best films in the submissions. Only after I picked those films, I put them into categories. I check how many films I have that are about the environment. How many documentaries about famous dance figures. How many films about political issues happening in the world. 
	There was another film we featured in 2023 called Ghostly Labor: A Dance Film. It was about 
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	I’d love to present something like that as the opening – where the DOC festival is happening in the theater, but with a dance-on-camera installation piece in the lobby before you enter. That’s the kind of thing I’d enjoy doing. 
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