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Abstract	
  
Making nothing out of something: emptiness, embodiment, and creative activity
presents an anthology of practice, the fruition of an interdisciplinary and practice-led
path of somatic and artistic research. The research engages with questions of creative
activity—the making of ‘something’ out of ‘nothing,’ as well as questions of
perception—the recognition of the ‘nothing’ in the ‘something’ made. This inquiry is
grounded in the embodiment practices of Body-Mind Centering® (BMC) somatics,
Tibetan Buddhist philosophy and meditation practices, Miksang contemplative
photography, and the composition of dance/film works that celebrate the poetics of
everyday life. At the centre of these practices, the research engages with narratives of
embryology, the ‘making’ of a human being, as a way to remember ourselves as
beings in-the-making.
The creative component comprises two dance/films —cast (2014) and Postcards for
John Cage (2015), and a collection of photographs bound as a visual chapter within
the thesis. The analytical written component contains reflective accounts of somatic
and artistic practice, as well as further philosophical and methodological discussions.
The thesis, including both the creative and analytical components, constitutes a whole
anthology of practice, and therefore each element is to be considered in relationship to
this whole.
The work contributes to practices of interdisciplinarity, by suggesting and modelling
methods for bringing somatic and creative research practices into conversation with
philosophical discourse. The research speaks from a place of overlap and refraction in
the meeting of three disciplines—Body-Mind Centering somatics, Tibetan Buddhism,
and creative arts practice. From this place it suggests interdisciplinary ways of
knowing, through engaging the reflective capacities made possible through
contemplative arts practices and embodied awareness, as developed through somatics
and dance exploration and the in-depth practice of philosophical questioning
promoted by the Tibetan Buddhist tradition.
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  Note	
  
	
  
Tibetan and Sanskrit terms have been transliterated according to common practice in
the English-language texts that I reference for this research. I have avoided using
Extended Wylie Transliteration,1 which is the standard system used within Tibetan
studies, except in cases of referencing titles that include such transliterations, or in
direct quotes. My intention is to make the present reading experience more easeful
and fluid, and to facilitate access and further research for scholars outside of Tibetan
Buddhist studies, who would likely be referencing English-language texts.
In addressing the question of how to properly cite names of Tibetan and Vietnamese
authors I have opted to follow bibliographical protocol from the U.S. Library of
Congress. Thus Thich Nhat Hanh is referenced as Nhat Hanh, Thich, while Thinley
Norbu is referenced as Thinley Norbu. I greatly appreciate the assistance of Mark
Stevenson at Victoria University and Christian Wedemeyer at the University of
Chicago in thinking through my confusion and ignorance around this issue.
	
  
	
  

1

For more information on Tibetan transcription and transliteration practices, see the Tibetan & Himalayan Library,
based at the University of Virginia, online at <www.thlib.org/reference/>.
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…it is of the utmost importance not to make a thing but rather to make
nothing. And how is this done? Done by making something which then
goes in and reminds us of nothing. It is important that this something just
be something, finitely something; then very simply it goes in and
becomes infinitely nothing.
-John Cage, Lecture on something
(1961, p.129)

There are two endless directions
In and out.
-Agnes Martin
(Martin & Glimcher 2012, inset between pp.40/41)
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   Guide	
  to	
  thesis	
  organization	
  and	
  creative	
  works	
  

Making nothing out of something: emptiness, embodiment, and creative activity is an
anthology of research comprising writing, two dance/film works, and a collection of
Miksang photography. The thesis is organized somewhat chronologically, tracing my
development as a researcher and my understanding of the research territory as the
project progressed and unfolded.
Chapter 1 provides a contextual review organized around the topics of emptiness,
embodiment and creative activity, as defined within the particular fields of practice
that I engage with, with a particular interest in the ways that these practices—Tibetan
Buddhist meditation and philosophical engagement; Body-Mind Centering, dance and
somatic methodologies; and art-making—already occupy a common ground and/or
come into a refractive or dialogic relationship. I also flesh out my own background
and positioning as a researcher. This chapter focuses on the ground of the research.
In Chapter 2 I describe in detail the somatic methodologies that anchor the research
practice. I introduce a methodology, based in Body-Mind Centering, that is embodied,
reflective, emergent, and generative of philosophical insight and artworks.
Chapters 3 and 4 delve into two distinct phases of somatic research practice. The first
phase, related in Chapter 3, emerged out of my initial comparative reading of Western
and Tibetan embryology. I conducted an eight-week movement research series with a
group of six participant dancer/researchers, exploring the five elemental phases,
which are the constitutive forces at work in developing the body according to most
Tibetan embryological accounts. This phase brought the five-element system into a
practice dialogue with Western anatomy, physiology, and embryology through
somatic practice. This work developed into a symposium presentation, a published
article (Sargent-Wishart 2012a), and a conference workshop.2

2

My talk, ‘Embodying the Elemental Energies,’ was presented at the Where the Image Meets the Body symposium,
Monash University, November 2011. I also presented this material in an experiential workshop at the Body-Mind
Centering Association Conference at Naropa University, Boulder, in June 2013.
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The second phase of research, discussed in Chapter 4, explored the foundational
enactive gesture of cell division. According to Western embryology and cell biology,
cell division is the basic mechanism underlying the body’s development and ongoing
physiology. Cell division is also the ‘opening move’ of embryogenesis, the first
transformative movement to occur after conception. For this phase of inquiry I led
three somatic research sessions with six dancer/researchers, and presented a paper at
the Science and Nonduality Conference in the U.S.3
Chapters 5 and 6 discuss the creative arts phases of my research, the making of the
two dance/films, and Miksang photography practice. Due to the dynamic and dialogic
relationship between the path of creating artworks and my own evolving
understanding as a researcher and philosopher, these chapters do not constitute a strict
chronological narrative of practice. Chapter 5 reflects primarily on the making of cast,
with a focus on how the practice enlivened my understanding of the resonance
between the three embryological germ layers, the three aspects of ground, path and
fruition in Buddhist philosophy, and the sense of being present as an alive, embodied
human being in a lively environment. To create cast I worked with two dancers over a
period of six months, in a process that began with somatic methods in the dance
studio and then brought this work into conversation with the outer, urban landscape.
The embryological material, Buddhist philosophy, and the working process of making
the piece all co-contributed to the simultaneous generation of the artwork, reflective
insight and theory.
Chapter 6 explores artwork—my own and others’—as embodied presence. I reflect on
the practice of Miksang photography and the making of cast, including connections
between somatic and aesthetic realms of operation, certain aesthetic choices, the
significance of the naming of the piece, and knowledge gleaned through the
experience of crafting and editing. I consider the work of art as fruition that exists in
relation to the path of practice and the ground of possibility—as the something that
‘goes in and reminds us of nothing.’

3

‘Embodying Differentiation and Wholeness: Lessons from Embryology’ was presented at the Science and
Nonduality Conference in San Rafael, California, in October 2012. The given theme of nonduality assisted me in
organizing my findings about the dynamics of cell division and its philosophical implications.
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Chapter 7 articulates questions that emerged during the research process and reflects
on research contributions.
Following Chapter 7 is a collection of photographs bound as a visual chapter. The
practice of Miksang contemplative photography, from which these images were
produced, articulates a practice of ‘synchronizing eye and mind’ and the appreciation
of the ‘ordinary magic of the phenomenal world.’4 Engaging in this practice greatly
influenced the making of my two dance/films and my bridging of somatics and
aesthetics. The photographs can be visited at any point in reading the thesis, perhaps
providing a restorative release into immediate visual perception as a break from
processing language.
The final film, Postcards for John Cage (on disc or available at
https://vimeo.com/125763415), serves as a conclusion, and should be viewed last.
Readers are asked to view cast (on disc or available at https://vimeo.com/99390332)
before proceeding with the written thesis.

4

Quotes are taken from the workshop description. Retrieved 15 May 2015 from
<http://melbourne.shambhala.info/program-details/?id=138194>.
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Chapter	
  1.	
  Contextual	
  review:	
  mapping	
  the	
  territory	
  of	
  
emptiness,	
  embodiment,	
  and	
  creative	
  activity	
  

The diagram reproduced above is a schematic I created for my doctoral research
proposal in 2010, taking my first steps on this research path. The three circles in the
image represent the three terms in my thesis title: emptiness, embodiment, and
creative acts. Before I arrived at any specific research questions, I knew what the
ground or territory of the research would be. In a practical, tangible sense this ground,
or territory, has determined the path and the outcomes. The research territory—my
crucible of inquiry—is marked by the star on the diagram, in the overlap of three
intersecting spheres. The spheres represent academically distinct fields of study,
discourse, and practice. These three fields also share the premise that perspectives and
identities shift based on view, experience and development. In this way, the
overlapping of disciplines is truthful to these particular traditions of inquiry, as well as
based in my own experience as an interdisciplinary artist, meditator, and researcher.
For me, movement (and, by extension, working with the moving image through
choreography and film) has always been a path of research, of knowing, and of
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philosophical reflection on the nature of being, knowledge, and embodied experience.
In entering the point of conversation between these three disciplines, I carried the
belief that practice and theoretical reflection on and through that practice go hand-inhand; that artistic practice and production, somatic exploration, and various modes of
writing can all contribute to a developing knowledge, and that this knowledge is both
borne by and challenged by experiential engagement. This is the essential meaning of
philosophy, literally ‘love of wisdom,’ as penetrating inquiry into the nature of reality
that has scaffolded the reflective process of my research.
When I began, this is what I knew: that there was fertile ground in the meeting place
of these three disciplines. My research questions have arisen through remaining in the
place of inquiry, in the sweet spot on this Venn diagram of overlapping circles, and I
have done my best to pay attention to the constantly shifting terrain. This has meant
allowing my perception and understandings of the parameters of the territory to
change as my knowledge and questions have evolved.
Note that in the diagram, there is a larger circle containing the three smaller
overlapping circles. This is significant symbolically in that it illustrates the intrinsic
wholeness of the terrain (of any terrain), the aspect of reality that is not and cannot be
divided into such distinct realms. This larger circle shows the implicit wholeness of
the situation. It also has served to help me define and contain the scope of my
research when the many tangential pathways beckoned. The development of this
simple schematic is an illustration of practice-led research, of letting the material lead
the inquiry: my initial diagram was of the three inside circles only, but it just didn't sit
right with me when I looked at it. It didn’t feel right. So I added the larger container. It
was only after making this decision at the material level—responding perhaps
aesthetically, perhaps conceptually, definitely from my ‘gut’—that I understood why
it was important and what it represented.
The divisions that the three inner circles embody are cultural, historical, academic,
habitual, and sometimes convenient. And they have been instructive. Though first
chosen and established based on my own personal and professional history, soon this
schematic began to reflect for me deeper aspects of the research material itself. The
circles reflect, for instance, the logical structure of ground, path and fruition within
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Buddhist thought (i.e. emptiness as ground, creative acts as path, and embodiment as
fruition), which, as it turns out, became a central organizing theme of my research
efforts.
This chapter provides a contextual review—a way of ‘mapping the terrain’ of my
research (Gray & Malins 2004). I provide a background introduction to the main
traditions of practice that I draw on (namely Tibetan Buddhism, Body-Mind
Centering, and postmodern/pedestrian and contemplative movements in dance and
art) and note some key instances of researchers and artists working in similar
overlapping configurations. In the process of mapping, I also discuss and offer
definitions for several key terms as they are intended within these specific disciplines.
As the central ground of the project is in the overlap, diffraction, and conversation
(and indeed the indivisibility) among the three mapped disciplines, this discussion of
the terrain will further unfold throughout the thesis as a whole. Threaded into this
contextual review is my own practice history and influences, my perspective as a
researcher, and my beliefs and goals for the research project.

Emptiness	
  
From the beginning, emptiness and phenomena are inseparable. This is the general Buddhist
point of view. Wherever there is emptiness, there are phenomena, and wherever there are
phenomena, there is emptiness (Thinley Norbu 1999, p.30).
Emptiness is not a state but a way. Not only is it inseparable from the world of contingencies, it
too is ‘contingently configured.’ To experience emptiness is not a descent into an abyss of
nothingness nor an ascent into a separate realm. It is recovery of the freedom to configure
oneself as an intentional, unimpeded trajectory through the shifting, ambiguous sands of life
(Batchelor 2000, p.21).
Whatever is, in relation to all that is, is always in the midst of or on the way to becoming
something else, hence empty of inherent existence. The realization of emptiness, then, not only
heightens an awareness of what is, but also emphasizes that whatever is, is radically open
(Cooey 1990, p.14).
Through its doctrine of emptiness, Buddhism affirms the primacy of the potential space in which
the creative act occurs’ (Epstein 2004, p.35).

Emptiness is the most common translation of the Sanskrit term sunyata, and
represents a fundamental teaching, if not the key teaching, in the Mahayana tradition
of Tibetan Buddhism. As argued by Nagarjuna, the great second century Indian monk
and philosopher, sunyata refers to the view that no phenomena can ever be found to
be permanent or independently existing. This view, and the school of Buddhism
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following on from Nagarjuna, is known as the ‘middle way’ (Madhyamaka), for
rejecting the two extreme views of nihilism on the one hand (claiming phenomena do
not exist), and eternalism on the other (claiming phenomena exist independently and
permanently). According to Nagarjuna’s middle way doctrine, ‘all phenomena are
empty of essence, but exist conventionally, interdependently, and impermanently’
(Garfield 2009, p.26), and therefore anything that exists is defined by ephemerality,
flux, possibility, relationship, ambiguity, and interdependence—conditioned by every
action, material, and concept that contributes to its appearance. This assessment
includes any and all phenomena perceived through our sense faculties (form, colour,
taste, etc.), as well as ideas, emotions, even consciousness itself and the very identity
of the self who perceives.
Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh describes this view of existence as interbeing, as
illustrated by the following commentary:
If you are a poet, you will see clearly that there is a cloud floating in this sheet of paper. Without
a cloud, there will be no rain; without rain, the trees cannot grow; and without trees, we cannot
make paper. The cloud is essential for the paper to exist. If the cloud is not here, the sheet of
paper cannot be here either. We can say that the cloud and the paper inter-are….
If we look into this sheet of paper even more deeply, we can see the sunshine in it. If the
sunshine is not there, the forest cannot grow. In fact, nothing can grow. Even we cannot grow
without sunshine. So we know that the sunshine is also in this sheet of paper. The paper and the
sunshine inter-are. And if we continue to look, we can see the logger who cut the tree and
brought it to the mill to be transformed into paper. And we see the wheat. We know that the
logger cannot exist without his daily bread, and therefore the wheat that became his bread is also
in this sheet of paper. And the logger’s father and mother are in it too. When we look in this
way, we see that without all of these things, this sheet of paper cannot exist.
Looking even more deeply, we can see we are in it too. This is not difficult to see, because when
we look at a sheet of paper, the sheet of paper is part of our perception. Your mind is in here and
mine is also, so we can say that everything is in here in this sheet of paper. You cannot point out
one thing that is not here—time, space, the earth, the rain, the minerals in the soil, the sunshine,
the cloud, the river, the heat. Everything coexists with this sheet of paper. That is why I think the
word inter-be should be in the dictionary. To be is to inter-be. You cannot just be by yourself
alone. You have to inter-be with every other thing. This sheet of paper is, because everything
else is (Nhat Hanh 2012, p.413).

Though the word emptiness may sound nihilistic, sunyata, by shifting attention to the
dynamics of interdependence and interbeing, indicates an openness, a positive field of
unlimited creative potential in which anything can arise. Thus it indicates a fullness,
rather than a lack.
In opening up access to the third space of intermediate experience, Buddhism asserts that there
is something positive, something joyful, something creative that underlies all experience.
While the self, or the object, may not be the concrete, self-sufficient entity that we imagined,
the alternative is not nothingness. Emptiness is best compared to the hollow of a pregnant
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womb; shunyata is derived from the Sanskrit word shvi, which means swelling, like the
swelling of a seed as it expands. There is a fullness to Buddhist emptiness, a sense of
spaciousness that both holds and suffuses the stuff of the world (Epstein 2004, p.34).

Emptiness, as Steven Batchelor (2000, p.21) puts it, is a way. It is a soteriological
strategy, a practice, for interrupting habitual reification of form. In other words, by
pointing to the impermanence of the figure, this strategy leads to the foregrounding of
the ground, which is, so to speak, where the action is. In fact, the empty ground can be
seen as making any action possible. As Traleg Kyabgon states, ‘without emptiness
nothing could exist.’ Emptiness, he clarifies, does not ‘[cause] things to come into
being, but rather it allows them to come into being, just as space allows for things to
be’ (Kyabgon 2001, p.76). Form relies on emptiness, and emptiness relies on form;
they are inseparable.
In the same vein, experimental composer John Cage (1961, p.129) declared that
‘nothing and something need each other to keep on going,’ alluding to the
Prajnaparamita Heart Sutra’s famous refrain: ‘form is emptiness, and emptiness is
form, form does not differ from emptiness, emptiness does not differ from form.’5
Thich Nhat Hanh’s commentary on this sutra includes the metaphor of the wave in
relation to the ocean. He teaches that, ‘“form is emptiness, emptiness is form” is like
wave is water, water is wave’ (Nhat Hanh 1988, p.15). Even though we can identify,
and maybe even surf, a particular wave, when we examine closely it is impossible to
say precisely ‘this is wave, this is not wave,’ or to determine which bit of water is the
wave and which bit is not. The metaphor illustrates how the identity of the wave is
marked by impermanence and relativity (form is emptiness), but, equally important,
water does arise and exist as wave (emptiness is form). This view puts questions of
life and death, creation and destruction, into a wider context of a background ‘sea,’
out of which and as which everything arises. Just as the wave emerges out of and
resolves back into water, while also never being anything other than water, there is a
basic background potential that is the essence of all experience.
Many Buddhist meditative practices, then, are designed to bring the practitioner’s
5
The Heart Sutra is noted as being the most famous and central Buddhist scripture in the Mahayana tradition. It is
presently recited daily in many Buddhist centres of all persuasions around the world. The date of its composition
has been estimated to be anywhere from 100 c.e. to 600 c.e. For complete translations of the Heart Sutra with
commentary, see Lopez 1988; Nhat Hanh 1988; 2012.
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attention to the arising and subsiding of phenomena such as thoughts and feelings, or
the breath. In Shambhala Warrior training, which I undertook as a practitioner in the
1990s, I was instructed to notice the arising of thoughts without pushing them away or
clinging to their content. The instruction is to be diligent but relaxed: ‘not too tight,
not too loose.’ In allowing thoughts to just be, their content becomes less of a main
event, and more of a display. Sitting meditation practices such as this one train the
mind in developing awareness of the basic ground, or space, out of which and as
which thoughts, and all phenomena, arise. In contrast to the impermanent and
conditioned appearance of objects (including thoughts as objects of consciousness),
the ground of emptiness, sunyata, is immeasurable, unconditioned, and
undifferentiated, not marked by arising or subsiding, holding the potential for
everything, and nothing. And yet, all the same, objects are none other than the ground,
and the ground is none other than the objects that arise.
Certain practices of dance improvisation also train awareness to the ground from
which and as which all possible movements arise, and in my experience the practices
of sitting meditation and dance improvisation are closely related and mutually
supportive. As an example, many years ago I studied dance improvisation with David
Appel, who taught me a technique of ‘listening’ for movement impulse in the spaces
of the joints. The technique begins with attending to one joint, but with practice one
can listen and respond to impulses from several joints in rapid succession, creating
some very surprising and fresh dancing. When I improvise, I open up a space, a crack
in the familiar routine, in which something unpredictable might emerge. ‘The
improvising dancer tacks back and forth between the known and the unknown’ (Foster
2003, p.4), in a practice that requires (and reinforces) trust in the undifferentiated
ground of potential. Attending to the space can also lead the dancer to stillness, a state
often feared by the novice improviser who may feel a need to fill the space with
activity, a need to do something. As accomplished jazz musicians demonstrate,
mastery of improvisation often lies in listening to the silence. Through practicing
paying attention to the groundless, formless unknown, surprising and refreshing
things can arise. Choreographer, composer and Buddhist practitioner Meredith Monk
asserts that ‘one of the things that artists do is to tolerate hanging out in the unknown.
That is a process most people don’t want to undertake. It’s trying to deal with things
that are unnameable, trying to be very present’ (panellist in Marranca 2002, p.23).
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Like sitting meditation, dance improvisation builds capacity for and familiarity with
the practice of letting go of a certain kind of control and identity, which in turn
supports the vigour and openness required for artistic practice and research.
In the Dharma Arts practice of the Shambhala Buddhist lineage (following the
teachings of Chögyam Trungpa), the ground or space of potential is sometimes
referred to as the heaven principle, and is the starting point for this style of
contemplative arts practice.6 Trungpa relates the heaven principle to the experience of
sitting at a blank canvas and not knowing what to paint, and the fear that can arise
from the not knowing:
That first space is heaven, and it is the best one...it is just basic space in which you have no idea
what it is going to do or what you are going to do about it or put into it. This initial fear of
inadequacy may be regarded as heaven, basic space, complete space. Such fear of knowledge is
not all that big a fear, but a gap in space that allows you to step back. It is one’s first insight, a
kind of positive bewilderment (Trungpa 2008, 154-155, italics original).

Heaven, in Trungpa’s terminology, is a space of freedom, possessing qualities of
‘wakefulness,’ ‘delight,’ and ‘brilliance’ (Trungpa 2008, p.129). Video artist Bill Viola
refers to this in terms of time, rather than space (or perhaps the space of time):
This is the state of confusion, unclarity, nonunderstanding that precedes all creative
breakthroughs. It is the time of an unfinished thought, the time that the painter must go through
(not the painting itself), the time behind the facade of all great discoveries. The still turbulence
of being up at three-thirty in the morning. It is the time of risk, the point of unification between
art, science, and all the creative activities (Viola 1995, p.173).

In 2013 I attended a Level 1 Miksang Photography workshop in Melbourne.
Developed within the Shambhala lineage, Miksang (meaning ‘good eye’ in Tibetan)
photography is a training in perception, organized according to the three levels of
perception as proposed by Trungpa: 1, perceiving things just as they appear to be; 2,
perceiving things as emptiness and space; and 3, perceiving luminosity, which entails
‘a sense of sharp boundary or clarity’ that is immediate and ‘unmistakable’ (Trungpa
2008, pp.105-106). The Level 1 Miksang assignments are designed to cut through
habits of seeing, to interrupt one’s usual interpretive overlay, to begin to notice
immediate qualities such as texture and colour as they appear, rather than identifying
a certain thing that is textured or colourful. On the first day of the workshop, I found
my eye/mind/camera/attention was easily drawn to colour, texture, and pattern.
6

Chögyam Trungpa uses the terms heaven, earth and human, from the Japanese tradition of Ikebana, flower
arranging, to describe the Dharma Arts practice approach of infusing the artist’s state of mind into an artwork. See
Trungpa 2008, especially pp.129-132.
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Following the assigned practice, I allowed those qualities to lead my attention,
cultivating the Miksang principle of ‘synchronizing mind, eye and camera’ in the
present moment to capture what is perceived as accurately as possible (see Figure 1).

Figure	
  1	
  -‐	
  Seeing	
  colour	
  

On the second day of the training, we were given the assignment to photograph space.
Suddenly things became much more challenging! The course instructor, Chuckie
Brookes, told us that a good space photograph doesn’t give the eye any place to land.
I realized in that afternoon that my eye likes having a place to land, that I enjoy
composing the frame with line, form, and colour, relying reflexively on my many
years of studying choreography and composition. To photograph space, I had to let all
of this go (see Figure 2). Letting go of knowledge, according to Miksang senior
instructor Julie DuBose, is a necessary step to wisdom:
This is a process of letting go; letting go of what we think we know, letting go of all our
conventional ideas and concepts that we have always relied upon. Letting go, letting go, letting
go, so that we can experience the wisdom that is inherent in our minds, that is awake,
inquisitive, and dynamically engaged in the experience of living our lives. The only way to
access this wisdom is to let go. There is no other way (DuBose 2013, p.11).

I still practice this particular assignment of photographing (and filming) space, as I
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find it brings a freshness to my seeing by forcing me to let go of my habitual
compositional control. I feel it is one way toward perceiving things as emptiness.

Figure	
  2	
  -‐	
  Early	
  attempts	
  at	
  photographing	
  space	
  

Just after the Miksang photography workshop I enrolled in an online poetry course
with Mark Olmsted. Olmsted is a senior student in the Nyingma lineage of Tibetan
Buddhism, and an accomplished Beat poet. Olmsted infuses his poetry instruction
with Buddhist teachings, as did Beat writers like Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac, and
Diane di Prima. Much of the coursework involved sitting in parks and cafes and
practicing writing what we perceived as accurately as possible. Like Miksang, the aim
of this practice is to cut through habitual conceptualizing mind to the freshness, the
‘first thought’ that arises as a flash in the groundlessness of perception. This is the
poem I wrote in week 7 of the course, when the focus was on revising the poem to
more accurately reflect our original flash of experience:
The Purple Box
Riding through the cemetery
I eye the magpie, wary –
her claws are sharp, my helmet shiny.
I ride faster, aim for invisibility.
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The purple box catches my eye.
On its side, beside a grave all churned-up dirt, yellow ribbon –
an expensive gift for a ghost
clearly missed, decomposing, now my treasure,
for a picture. Although digital, it will likely last longer.
Riding through the laneway behind school
caught by a white façade,
for a short moment I understand space.
When I look back it’s gone.

Embodiment	
  and	
  Body-‐Mind	
  Centering7	
  
To stop your mind does not mean to stop the activities of mind. It means your mind pervades
your whole body (Suzuki 1995, p.41).
Student: For me, Rinpoche, the body is just very slow mind.
Kundun Gyalwang Drukpa (a little testily): Of course (Henderson 1997, p.216).8
I have found that my body is, in a sense, a microcosm of the world, and thus a laboratory for
understanding its meaning (Stinson 2004, p.160).

The dynamic and poetic view of phenomena that was taught by the Buddha and his
followers has exciting implications, I feel, for how we define and experience the life
of our bodies, and has resonance with several practices within the field of somatics
and dance. In the movement-based embodied anatomy practices of Body-Mind
Centering (BMC) that comprises much of my methodology, we aerate the body, we
embody our fluid nature, the spaces in between recognized structures, the breath
within the cells, the dynamics of the subcellular organelles; in essence, our poiesis—
the ongoing cell birth, differentiation and death that is our living breathing body in
action. We also embody our structure and cell membrane, those elements that give us
clear form and shape, that create the wave, this singularity, this process we call body.
At the depths of cellular awareness we find that our bodies are not solid, we are not
permanent, we are in perpetual motion, and yet we continually manifest form. As
awareness shifts, the body changes, and so do our perceptions.
The weight of my bones, organs, muscles, and joints endlessly spreads out into the floor.
There are 206 bones in the human body, 26 in each foot. Joints break open. Tongue dissolves,
Throat disappears. I abandon holding onto the shape of me. I am movement without looking
for it. Only a sketch remains on the floor (Hay 2000, p.2, italics original).

7
Body-Mind Centering® is a registered service mark, and BMC℠ is a service mark, owned by Bonnie Bainbridge
Cohen. I am a certified practitioner of BMC, having completed a 1000-hour program of study, 1995-1999 in
Berkeley, California.
8
Rinpoche is a Tibetan honorific term meaning ‘precious one.’

	
  

13	
  

Embodiment is a word with many meanings. Like the notion of emptiness,
embodiment denotes a practice of perception, or a way of being in the world and with
the world, or a simple assessment of the way things are, beyond conceptualization.
Since my use of the term embodiment is mainly derived from the discipline of BodyMind Centering (BMC), which draws on the wider field of somatics, I will begin with
exploring the term as it is generally used in somatic practices. Somatics, a term coined
by Thomas Hanna in the late 1970s, represents an approach that names and values the
soma as the lived, experienced body. Embodiment, in somatic approaches, can be
thought of as a practice of attuning to the soma, as well as a more integrated state of
being that can arise through these practices. Hanna emphasised ‘the soma’s alive and
changing status, replete with cellular intelligence and a capability of perceiving itself’
(Hanna in Eddy 2002, p.47) which defines living human beings. According to BMC
teacher Rebecca Haseltine:
Somatic experience, somatic awareness, somatic intelligence, and somatic ‘thinking’ are all
part of BMC. ‘Somatic’ refers to the body, but it contains a view of the body that is distinct
from the typical Western view. The body is not an object, but a happening. The body is an
unfolding being that is conscious. The body is not an ‘it’ (Haseltine 2012, p.5).

Since Hanna's introduction of the word somatics, it has become an umbrella term for a
wide field of education and practice concerned with embodiment. Martha Eddy (2009,
p.6) likens it to ‘a field of wildflowers with unique species randomly popping up
across wide expanses,’ musing, ‘How did individual experiences of, and with, the
living body become a field?’ Nevertheless, this field now includes many schools of
somatic education, psychology, bodywork and movement, as well as an international
organisation (ISMETA) of somatic practitioners and teachers, and a peer-reviewed
journal dedicated to academic writings on somatics and dance.9 Somatic practices
share a general intention to support individuals to ‘learn newly, become pain free,
move more easily, do our life work more efficiently, and perform with greater vitality
and expressiveness’ (Eddy 2009, p.2). The terms suggested by Haseltine—somatic
experience, somatic awareness, somatic intelligence, and somatic thinking—are
becoming more widely used (along with phrases such as ‘embodied ways of
knowing’) to describe the particular kind of knowing that arises out of paying

9
The Journal of Dance and Somatic Practices is published by Intellect Books, since 2009. Additionally, The
Novato Institute for Somatic Research and Training produces Somatics, a print ‘magazine-journal,’ founded by
Hanna in 1976. Information on ISMETA—the International Somatic Movement Education & Therapy
Association—can be found at <www.ismeta.org>.
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attention to the lived body-mind experience that Hanna called the soma.10 Several
postgraduate researchers have explored BMC’s connections to performance
(Cummins 2008), directing (Izzard 2013), and shamanism (Adamek 2007). In
describing my own approach I would also add ‘somatic philosophy’ to Haseltine’s list,
to designate a specific activity of digesting and manifesting philosophical propositions
(theory) through somatic movement research (practice). This kind of inquiry
cultivates and relies on what Don Hanlon Johnson describes as ‘a sane mind in a
savvy body’:
‘Corpus sapiens,’ the ‘savvy body,’ refers to the wisdom in the experience of one’s hormonal
messages, of muscular tensions and releases, of quivers in the intestines, of a sharp pain in the
elbow, and of a rush of relief in breath… ‘Sana,’ in this view, refers to the sanity that comes
from an intelligence situated within the pulsing fluids of experience in immediate sensory
contact with the natural world (Johnson 1994, p.34).

Access to the wisdom of this ‘savvy body’ is cultivated through many hours of
practice, engaging in experiential anatomy and movement development in the studio.
Through somatic practices, the body-mind can become an intelligent site of—and way
of—engaging with, of dancing with, philosophical questions.
Richard Shusterman has coined the term somaesthetics to encourage a return to the
body’s wisdom in philosophical discourse—defining it as ‘the critical, meliorative
study of the experience and use of one’s body as a locus of sensory-aesthetic
appreciation (aisthesis) and creative self-fashioning’ (Shusterman 1999, p.302).
Shusterman draws here on the early Greek term aesthesis, which indicates the realm
of sensory perception, and forms the root of the term aesthetics as coined by
Baumgarten to indicate the ‘science of cognitive sensation’ (Baumgarten in
Shusterman 1999, p.302). Noting that Baumgarten omitted sensory appreciation and
the cultivation of the sensing body in his formulation of aesthetics, Shusterman adds
the prefix soma, citing the ‘beautiful experience of one’s own body from within,’ or
‘proprioceptive beauty’ (Shusterman 1999, p.299) as aesthetic experience.
Shusterman’s proposal is, in some senses, a return to early Greek philosophy, before
the body went out of philosophical favour, and it also draws on Asian practices such
as yoga and martial arts, as well as more contemporary somatic practices, which
believe that ‘knowledge of the world is improved not by denying our bodily senses
but by perfecting them’ (Shusterman 1999, p.302). Cultivating our proprioceptive
10

	
  

See for example Barbour 2011.
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skills creates further pathways to knowledge. The insistence on engaging physically
and sensually with the world in order to be present with it and know it recalls the
Buddhist meditation and art practices described above. Buddhism and somatics in
many ways are in the same camp.
Martha Eddy, tracing the genealogy of somatics in Europe and the Americas, notes
common themes in the somatics literature: ‘an emphasis on a whole-system
perspective: ecology, feminism, spirituality, cultural pluralism, nonviolent change,
decentralization of decision-making, and a shift from outside authority to selfresponsibility’ (Eddy 2002, p.47). Although considered to be a largely European and
American field, Eddy argues that the development of somatic practices, and of a
postmodern somatic paradigm, owes a great deal to Eastern and African influences on
its founders. Eddy particularly notes the influence of Asian mind-body practices, such
as aikido and yoga, on Bainbridge Cohen’s development of BMC. Eddy and
Shusterman, along with other writers on somatics and embodied ways of knowing,
point to the alignment of somatics practices with Eastern traditions of cultivation of
mind-body integration.
Other somatics proponents speak from the perspective of accomplished dancers, who
argue for bringing the ‘savvy body’ to all areas of research and education in a robust
interdisciplinary inquiry, while simultaneously quite visibly employing and engaging
the savvy body in their writing. Notably this list includes Maxine Sheets-Johnstone
(2011), who continually brings the experience of the ‘tactile-kinaesthetic body’ into
the centre (from out of the margins) of phenomenology; Sue Stinson (1995; 2004),
who writes of the challenges and benefits of integrating the body’s wisdom into
scholarly writing; Jill Green (2002) and Gill Wright Miller (2011), who present
somatics practice as a postpositivist, postmodern, feminist paradigm, supportive of
dance education but also of great value in all disciplines; and Leena Rouhiainen, who
sees somatic practice as invaluable in developing ‘ethically embodied’ students,
concluding that ‘the inclusion of somatic activities in curriculum in different fields
can enhance students’ self-understanding and their capacity to form ethical
relationships with others’ (Rouhiainen 2008, abstract). The legacy of somatics, then, is
a reaffirmation of the mind-body experience as a path of knowing, of being present in
relationship with the world and other people.
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This range of practices employed by somatic approaches has also been called
‘embodiment.’ As with practices of meditation, practices of embodiment require time,
attention, and proper training. Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen, the founder of BMC, gives
us a further definition of embodiment as a state, which she defines as ‘automatic
presence, clarity, and knowing, without having to search for it or pay attention’
(Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.157). This is embodiment as an experience, arrived at,
perhaps only fleetingly, as the fruition of the path of practice, while it is also still the
practice itself. In this usage the term extends beyond a more common designation of
any state of inhabiting a body, to name a particular, desirable state of cultivated
integration. Embodiment within the BMC context, for Haseltine, is the practice, ‘a
practice of exploration, discovery, sensing, feeling, moving, stillness, awareness,
forgetting and being. Embodiment itself is elusive,’ as likely to appear during ‘a
moment of recognition’ as during ‘unconsciousness and forgetting’ (Haseltine 2012,
p.7). There is no specific recipe. Embodiment, when realised, ‘is a direct experience;
there are no intermediary steps or translations’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.157).
Although there is no specific recipe to ‘get to’ embodiment, Bainbridge Cohen, along
with teachers and students in the School for Body-Mind Centering, have developed
diverse specific methods over the forty years of the school’s existence. The process,
like many highly experiential forms of study, is difficult to codify, but there is a clear
methodology involved, from which variations inevitably arise in response to any
given situation. BMC is, in essence, developmental and relational. It is developmental
in that students begin where they are in the development of their understanding –
cognitive, emotional, physical, kinaesthetic—and it is relational, in that this
development always occurs in relation to the environment, including elements of
gravity, space, and other people, as well as elements of consciousness such as
memories and expectations.
Embodiment as process is experiential, reliant on practice, and it cannot be faked or
fabricated. A similar description is given for the enlightened or awake state within
Buddhism. In both of these traditions, practitioners rely on maps for the journey (such
as a specific, consciously guided practice) and guidance from experienced teachers
(whether through verbal instruction or by direct transmission of a mind-body state)
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with an aim to directly and clearly know the territory. In both traditions we are
reminded not to confuse the map with the terrain; as the terrain becomes
experientially known, its direct experiencing becomes primary, and the map recedes
into the background until needed again. Returning to the map and, frequently, revising
it based on the exploration, is part of BMC’s process of reflection, integration and
learning.
Susan Aposhyan describes BMC as a ‘framework for perceiving change, a state of
mind that allows for a spontaneous and open perception of our bodily mind,’ from
which ‘arise ways of feeding a situation back to itself’ (Aposhyan 2008, p.vii). This
dynamic looping of perception and reflection, experience and naming, is an apt
model, as I see it, for practice-based learning and research, making a claim for the
interdependent relationship between practice and theory. ‘BMC merges the conceptual
and experiential, shifting between observing and embodying’ (Aposhyan 2008, p.vii).
Within the context of research, embodiment can be defined as grounding theory in
practice, whether that practice is somatic, contemplative, artistic or otherwise. The
practice and process of somatic embodiment informs itself, and in this practice the
bodily territory is the subject and the object of the research—highly experiential,
filtering and digesting research provocations through movement, reflection, and
‘trying it on’ in/as a living breathing soma.
BMC is fairly unique in the field of somatics (along with a few others, such as the
Feldenkrais method) in its emphasis on anatomical and physiological specificity. In
other words, the map it relies on is a highly detailed atlas of the human body that is
based on contemporary Western science. But without the activity of mind, it remains
at the level of inanimate map. BMC practitioners ‘assume that whatever exists within
us as a structure or a function can be embodied and directly experienced’ (Haseltine
2012, p.5). This is largely due to the method’s emphasis on the process of ‘mind’ as
expressed through and as the body, and as the whole person. BMC defines and locates
mind as an intelligent awareness that exists at every level of our being. In the practice
jargon of BMC, cells have mind, particular tissues or body systems have mind, and
when we focus our embodiment in specific systems, fluids, tissues or movement
patterns, we express different aspects of mind. For example, the mind and movement
quality present in embodying the lymph is direct and focused, whereas in synovial
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fluid (the fluid in the joint space) there is more of an indirect, aimless, and playful
quality. ‘When we talk about a nerve or muscle, for example, we are not just talking
about a substance but also about a state of consciousness’ (McGuire 2011, p.372)
animating that substance. In a studio full of people engaged in exploring the same
body system, there is also what is called the ‘mind of the room,’ a palpable change in
tone in the space itself, which further supports the exploration. By locating mind
within and throughout bodily experience, the intelligence of the cellular ground is
highlighted as the basis of our bodily knowing, or somatic intelligence. Somatic
learning and research involves dynamic interaction between information that flows
‘from the top down' (from the cerebral cortex to all cells, including those of the brain)
and information that flows ‘from the bottom up’ (from all cells to the brain),
recognizing that consciousness, and intelligence, exists at all of these levels.
The hyphen in Body-Mind Centering is not a linking up of dualities, as the old
stubborn Cartesian binary of mind and body might lead us to expect, but rather
represents the process of bonded relationship between what we call mind and what we
call body: upon close examination and through somatic experience we find they are
inextricably linked and continually responsive to each other. John Dewey was likely
the first to propose the term body-mind (along with mind-body) in a 1927 lecture,
noting then that there was no one term for the experience of the soma in the English
language, no expression of ‘a unified wholeness of operation’ (Dewey 1928, p.6).11
Recognizing the soma as an operative unity of action, as Dewey suggested, allows us
to shift the mind-body question from one of classification into one of practice, into
asking how we might develop our capacity (for beneficial activity, compassionate
presence, physical and artistic skills, for example). As has been mentioned previously,
this non-dualistic approach, and focus on cultivation, has had more traction in Eastern
philosophical discourse. Japanese philosopher Yasuo Yuasa (1987, p.18) provides a
pan-cultural perspective on the issue:
One of the characteristics of Eastern body-mind theories is the priority given to the questions,
‘How does the relationship between the mind and the body come to be (through cultivation)?’ or
‘What does it become?’ The traditional issue in Western philosophy, on the other hand is, ‘What
is the relationship between the mind-body?’ In other words, in the East one starts from the
experiential assumption that the mind-body modality changes through the training of the mind
and body by means of cultivation (shugyo) or training (keiko). Only after assuming this
11

It should be noted that Dewey developed much of his mind-body philosophy through somatics practice with
F.M. Alexander. See Shusterman 2008 for an explication of Alexander’s theories and techniques, including the
value of ‘somatic reflection,’ and their influence on Dewey’s thinking.
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experiential ground does one ask what the mind-body relation is. That is, the mind-body issue is
not simply a theoretical speculation but it is originally a practical, lived experience (taiken),
involving the mustering of one’s whole mind and body. The theoretical is only a reflection of
this lived experience.

The third term, taiken, meaning to go through something experientially, corporeally, is
particularly descriptive of embodied research. Mental and physical experiences are
inseparable, as we gain knowledge and wisdom by moving through, and with, the
world. Proponents of embodied mind and embodied cognition such as Antonio
Damasio, Francisco Varela, Evan Thompson, Elanor Rosch and Alva Noë, along with
the dancer/philosopher/scholars mentioned above, have done great work in helping to
further the cause of undoing decades of dualistic misconception about the nature of
the mind and body. Their work, in tandem with somatics practitioners, is finally
giving voice to the experience of soma that Dewey named almost one hundred years
ago.

Figure	
  3	
  -‐	
  Bonnie	
  Bainbridge	
  Cohen	
  teaching	
  in	
  Boulder,	
  Colorado,	
  June	
  2013	
  

I want to pause here to give a bit of background about Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen (see
Figure 3), since without her pioneering work my research would have been something
entirely different, or may not exist at all. Within Bainbridge Cohen’s teaching and
writing there is evidence of a fine balance between scientific rigour and completely
open-ended inquiry that allows and invites unanswered (and unanswerable) questions.
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This openness reflects her extensive background in Zen meditation, tai chi chuan,
yoga, and contemporary dance. She is comfortable with a mystery, with meeting
people as they are, with not needing to fix a problem—or even to identify a problem
in need of fixing. During my practitioner training Bainbridge Cohen would often do
sessions with children during the lunch break, and, if the families allowed, we were
invited to watch. At the beginning of one of these sessions, I heard her say to a family,
‘I don't know anything, but I believe anything is possible,’ which impressed me so
that I immediately noted it in my journal. What struck me was that she was so
comfortable with not knowing—and valued it as an asset—to the point where it could
be part of introducing herself to a client. Where a less confident practitioner might
need to take up a position of authority, Bainbridge Cohen engenders trust through her
willingness to be present and go on the journey with you. She grew up in the Ringling
Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Circus, where her ordinary daily life was filled with
people doing things that most of us think of as extraordinary. She credits this unique
childhood environment with her belief that anything is possible, with having learnt ‘to
accept differences in people as normal and to expect the miraculous’ (Bainbridge
Cohen 2008, p.158). Her childhood was infused with people who pushed the
boundaries of what the mind-body can do, when cultivated and trained. She has taken
this assumption of possibility into her work with people with a very wide array of
physical challenges and integration issues. She meets each one as if they are her
teacher.12
Through BMC I have learned that when we actively observe, follow and intelligently
train the mind, the body responds. And similarly, when we actively observe, follow
and intelligently train the body, the mind responds. This is a model for learning that
informs my research and personal philosophy, and accompanies my passion for dance
as a creative form that I have had for over thirty-five years. Strengthened by my
studies of BMC, and in agreement with Dewey’s assertions from nearly a century ago,
I approach my research with an awareness of the processes of mind-body as
displaying ‘behaviour so integrated that it is artificial to split it up into two things’
(Dewey 1928, p.7). From this foundation I inquire, with somatic and Buddhist
practitioners and philosophers, into what is specifically appearing in individual

12

	
  

See also ‘Lineage of BMC: Homage to my teachers’, in Bainbridge Cohen 2008, pp.190-191.
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experience, and, from there, what is possible.
The meeting of Buddhist philosophy and somatic methods has led me to explore
questions such as: How is mind expressing as body in presence, in relation to the
environment? How is body-mind appearing as thinking? As emptiness? How do
thoughts move? How do cells think? And how might we work with this relationship to
find more ease, fuller expression, and presence in a given moment? These, and
endless related questions arising from and within direct experience, are what guide
my somatic inquiry.
Block & Kissell (2001) speak of the integrated mind and body as a ‘functional power
network,’ at the heart of embodied knowing. Block describes this knowing in part as
‘the ability to interact with a thought or an experience holistically that involves the
integrated power network of the total person’ (2001, p.6, italics mine). This functional
power network, according to Block, ‘includes neural elements, efforts, memory,
language, perception and attunement and are found integrated throughout the body,
not just in the brain’ (Block & Kissell 2001, p.6). BMC even questions the naming of
‘the brain,’ finding that we have in essence three interdependent ‘brains,’ or complex
neural centres, in the head, heart and gut, rather than just the one director in the head
(Taylor 2012).13 In BMC, intelligence can be found wherever mind is moving, in
every body system and every cell.
Block & Kissell (2001, p.8) further suggest that embodiment means embeddedness in
the world, in community:
The notion of embodiment is a fully and totally human notion. That is, being embodied
implies being embedded as well—embedded in a society, a culture, a language. While
embodiment is in one sense a refutation of the Cartesian mind/body polarity, it is more than
that. We are not merely embodied as individuals.

This sense of embedded corporeality echoes Varela, Thompson & Rosch’s (1991)
argument for the place of mindfulness/awareness and embodied reflection in studies
of cognition. It calls for returning philosophical inquiry to the situatedness of the
person who is doing the inquiring, something that the immersive, practitioner-led
13
Mark Taylor writes as a BMC practitioner and teacher. Also see Gershon (1999) and Buchbinder (2013) for
more information on the gut brain and its relationship to the cortical brain. Dr Gershon was the first to popularize
the notion of the gut brain in his bestseller The Second Brain. More recent attention has been to the role of gut
bacteria in everything from mental health to chronic disease. See for example Hadhazy 2010.
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research model understands.
In making their case for The Embodied Mind, Varela, Thompson & Rosch argue that
Western philosophical discourse is mainly a tradition of thinking about human
experience in the abstract and theoretical, without the support of embodied awareness
(somatic intelligence) as a frame of reference. They contrast this to the Indian
philosophical tradition, which ‘was tied (“yoked,” as is traditionally said) to specific
disciplined methods for knowing—different methods of meditation’ (Varela,
Thompson & Rosch 1991, p.22). In other words, in Indic traditions, theory has
remained tied to embodied, and embedded, experience. They write:
In particular, within the Buddhist tradition, the method of mindfulness was considered
fundamental. Mindfulness means that the mind is present in embodied everyday experience;
mindfulness techniques are designed to lead the mind back from its theories and
preoccupations, back from the abstract attitude, to the situation of one’s experience itself
(Varela, Thompson & Rosch 1991, p.22).

This meaning of the word embodied, tied to mindfulness awareness practice through a
lineage of Indian philosophy, denotes meditation practices that anchor the mind’s
mercurial attention into present bodily experience, in an ongoing practice of returning
again and again to the present situation. This is practiced through repeatedly bringing
attention to the breath, posture, physical sensations, visual field, and so on, depending
on the specifics of instruction. Reginald Ray (2008) traces the connection between
meditation and embodiment back to the beginnings of Buddhism. Ray’s account
introduces us to a Buddha who, contrary to many of his contemporaries and even his
own teachers, advocated for the importance of tending to bodily sensation (the ‘savvy
body’) in the pursuit of enlightenment:
The method that the Buddha discovered was meditation, but, at least according to the
tradition, it was unlike any other kind of meditation being taught in his day. The meditation
taught by the Buddha and practiced in subsequent Buddhist history is deeply somatic—fully
grounded in sensations, sensory experience, feeling, emotions, and so on. Even thoughts are
related to as somatic—as bursts of energy experienced in the body, rather than nonphysical
phenomena that disconnect us from our soma. In its most ancient form, Buddhist meditation is
a technique for letting go of the objectifying tendency of thought and entering deeply and fully
into communion with our embodied nature. And hence it leads to ‘touching enlightenment
with the body’ or to ‘touching enlightenment in and through the body’ (Ray 2008, p.45).

According to Ray, then, my suggestion of an alignment between somatics and
Buddhist philosophy is something that was there in the tradition all along, but
somehow lost along the way; lost especially, Ray asserts, in the migration of
Buddhism from Eastern nations to the West. He speculates on several possible reasons
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for this loss, one of which is a generally higher level of what he calls ‘somatic
alienation’ on the part of the Western practitioner/student, due to the dearth of mindbody cultivation practices as described by Yuasa (1987). Following this line of
thought, there is a tradition of somatic practices being brought productively to the
service of Buddhist contemplation, and perhaps this could be utilized for further
benefit.
The newest frontier in BMC is embryology.14 Within the first eight weeks of gestation
following on from conception, through a complex sequence of cellular activity, we
create the foundation of our physical bodies, as well as our own nourishment and
immediate environment.15 In the early phases of embryogenesis there is a most potent
becoming: the early cells are even pluripotent, each capable of becoming any body
part or even a separate human being. In a sense, this is our first creative act. The
embodied study of embryology adds another element to Yuasa’s question of ‘how the
mind-body relationship comes to be,’ when we also consider the event of the comingto-be of this mind and body. Embryogenesis is a creative series of events, the poiesis
of the human form, the beginning of embodiment. In my original doctoral research
proposal I wrote:
I am interested in this place/time/event where matter is infused with life (or perhaps life
creates matter) setting in motion the continual creating of the body-mind, a development
which plays out through time. In remembering and imaginatively embodying this becoming,
we can meet and consider philosophical questions experientially as well as conceptually. I am
curious about how exploring this biological poiesis with full somatic intelligence might
support our outward acts of creativity, and inform how we continue to create and define our
environment and culture through our creative actions.

Grossinger (1986, p.8) notes that ‘even if we propose that a soul or spirit exists apart
14

Embryology first became part of the BMC practitioner training in 2006, although Bainbridge Cohen and others
had been developing the work for several years previous. The first published interview on the development of this
work also appeared in 2006, (‘The Place of Space,’ reprinted in Bainbridge Cohen 2008, pp.163-174.) My first
exposure to embryology within a BMC context was in 2009.
15
Within the Western medical system, the embryonic period is specifically defined as weeks two through eight of
foetal development (Netter 2002), when the body’s physical structure arises. The subsequent ‘foetal’ period, from
week nine through birth, is a time of maturation and overall growth of the body. It is interesting to note that
embryological accounts within the Tibetan Bon tradition (which is both pre-Buddhist and part of the hybridization
of Buddhism after entering Tibet) also mark the first eight weeks as an active formative period. According to this
tradition, although consciousness (rnam shes) is thought to enter the womb at the moment of conception, it soon
falls unconscious. It remains unconscious until the eighth week, when it ‘wakes up as if from a sleep induced by
intoxication,’ the basic plan of the body having been established (Vorndran 2002, p.405). These first eight weeks
are a time of constant reorganization, with forms appearing and disappearing. Perhaps consciousness would be
unable to keep up with such rapidly changing form. Other traditions note a similarly early phase of ‘generation’
during which the organs form, followed by a period of ‘movement’ and/or ‘growth’ of the foetus (Ghaly 2014).
Embryology inevitably brings up questions of who or what directs the creation of the body. The
perspective that ‘we create’ our own spaces of nourishment and immediate environment, and so on, is drawn from
Bainbridge Cohen’s teachings, and is meant to evoke a sense of continuity between our embryological beginnings
and our current embodiment.
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from matter, the embryo weaves these two entities together as organism and psyche.’
The event, or process, of the embryo is the bringing together of the processes we call
mind and body (Buddhism includes speech as well); it is the conception of
embodiment.
Engaging with narratives16 of embryogenesis from both Western and Tibetan Buddhist
sources has provided a rich site of exploration into creative dynamics and the nature
of embodiment, as well as into the dynamics of art-making as creativity embodied.
For Buddhists, the body is of an aggregate nature, empty, as all phenomena, of an
independent fixed identity.17 The body’s formation is linked to the dynamics of the
five elemental forces, and thought to occur around energetic channels, with form
arising in response to the movement of lung, a Tibetan term which, similar to the
Sanskrit prana and the Chinese ch’i (qi), indicates a vital life force circulating
throughout the soma.18 Julie Henderson, founder of Zapchen somatics, understands
body as ‘very slow mind.’ In Henderson’s description, cited above, body and mind are
not only not separate but are both expressions of the same essence at varying degrees
of vibration, speed, and apparent solidity. This echoes video artist and Zen practitioner
Bill Viola’s writing that ‘nature itself is a form of Mind’ (Viola 1995, p.236).
Western embryology as we now know it has its roots in the eighteenth century, when
German anatomist Caspar Wolff published a dissertation arguing for the cellular basis
of embryological development in plants and animals. Wolff’s work challenged the
established view of preformationism (the belief that the embryo was a small but fully
formed body), via a return to the theory of epigenesis (the gradual emergence of new
form from other materials) first proposed by Aristotle (Ruffenach 2007).19 Early in the
16
My use of the term ‘narrative’ to describe my engagement with embryological development stems from Frances
Garrett’s extensive scholarship on Tibetan embryology. Garrett (2007, p.417) proposed a reading of Tibetan
embryology as ‘narrative truths’ rather than scientific fact, a perspective that marries well with the experiential
approach taken through BMC methodology. Maintaining embryology as a narrative suggests the importance of the
developmental story itself, encourages us to ask who the ‘central subject’ of the narrative might be (Garrett 2007,
p.418), and allows for variations of the story of becoming based on personal and cultural experiences and beliefs.
17
Aggregate here refers to the Sanskrit term skandha. Literally translated as ‘heap’ or ‘pile,’ the five skandhas—
matter, sensation, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness—constitute all mental and material
phenomena. When these individual aggregates are removed, the self is recognized to be empty (Kyabgon 2001,
p.160). Linda Hartley (2002) discusses the five skandhas in relation to the practice of Authentic Movement, as
ways of understanding embodied ‘direct experience.’
18
There isn’t an equivalent word in English for this vital life force. Although sometimes the word energy is used, I
feel it falls short. Use of the terms in their original language seems to be getting more common among Englishspeaking writers, especially ch’i.
19
For an interesting historical overview of the epigenesis vs. preformation debate, including its current
manifestations, see Maienschein 2012.
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nineteenth century, the Estonian scientist Karl Ernst von Baer demonstrated that all
mammals develop from eggs and began identifying specific mechanisms of this
development. Von Baer is often called the father of embryology, as his work
established the science of embryology as a discipline. The embodied anatomy taught
in BMC relies on maps provided by this tradition.20 Embryology, as the beginning of
embodiment, has been a topic of interest for centuries. While much of the science of
embryology is developed through laboratory experiments (often on embryos from
other species), BMC takes the information gleaned from this research and activates it
through embodied, somatic practices. In this practice, questions of embryogenic
patterns and dynamics are therefore also questions of personal ontology, identity,
development and relationship. This approach is poetic, narrative and
phenomenological; the embryo is allowed to ‘tell’ its own story of becoming through
morphological images and gestures. The questions of embodiment are often asked
with and of an assumed adult body, fully formed. Bringing embodied exploration to
the gestures of embryology and the dynamics of the body-becoming opens up even
more complex questions about how form arises, how organisms arise, and how life
begins to express through form. I believe this approach to embryology can be taken
up without adopting any specific philosophical belief system.21 What fuels my interest
is engaging with questions of how this life began—how my life began, and yours—
and how the dynamics of creative activity continue to be embodied and expressed
throughout life. Embryology is science, but it is also equally philosophy, religion,
storytelling, and choreography, all based in our own corporeal becoming.
In addition to these aspects of the term embodiment, I also use it to refer to a sense of
presence in some kind of form—the making real, tangible, and therefore relatable, of
20
I have been inspired by the work of several contemporary embryologists and biodynamic craniosacral therapists
who, following Steiner and Goethe (Steiner 2000), promote embodied approaches to the dynamics of embryology.
This includes van der Wal (2003; 2012), van der Bie (2001), Schwenk (1965), Sills (2011) and Blechschmidt
(Blechschmidt & Freeman 2004). These practitioners generally describe embryological development in terms of
response to natural forces and ‘metabolic fields,’ or as the playing out of movement flows, similar to the formation
of other natural forms like rivers and plants. For example Schwenk (1965, p.61) describes ‘a formative principle
based on the interplay of movements rather than on material substance. It is movement that takes hold of the
substance and moulds it.’ Van der Wal & Glöckler (1997, p.23) promote ‘a participatory embryology and
morphology. What we are looking for is not for the cause of things but for their meaning. We are looking for
gestures (Gestik), for images (Bilder).’
21
Although not in my area of interest, the politics and ethics of abortion lurk within any discussion of the sentiency
of the embryo, and many of the more dynamic descriptive accounts of the embryo are connected to pro-life
literature, which is not surprising. Articles debating the question of when life begins are easy to find. For an
interesting perspective on the way the visual image of the embryo is produced in politically strategic ways, see
Gilbert & Howes-Mischel 2004; and Morgan 2006. For a survey of Tibetan Buddhist views on conception and
abortion, see Lecso 1987.
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something. It is with this sense of the word that I can say that my creative works, such
as the dance/film cast, embody my research. Or, that the fundamental biological
action of cell division embodies differentiation and wholeness. Embodiment allows
for perception, relationship, and phenomenological appraisal, and in this way
corresponds to the fruition aspect of Buddhist threefold logic. It is the ‘something’ of
my thesis title—the artwork, the embryo, the essay, the apple, and so forth. It is the
figure as it embodies the ground. This meaning of embodiment implies corporeality,
tangibility, physical bearing, being present here on the earth, but also holds a larger
sense of the unseen and intangible, and of the creative dynamics at work in what is
present. Embodiment is not reification or stasis but can often be misapprehended as
such when not viewed as ‘presencing,’ ongoing creative activity within the flux of
emptiness.

Creative	
  Activity	
  
The artist’s mind-in-making is not just the result of studied knowledge... or skills acquired; it is
always determined by the actual process of making and the depth of awareness one brings to
bear during that process….The work of art derives its ‘presence’ from this heightened
awareness—from the artist’s presence of mind (Jacob 2004, pp.166-167).

Creative activity, simply stated, is that by which something is made, in which some
fruition occurs out of any and all potential outcomes. If emptiness is the ground and
embodiment is fruition (the ground embodied), creative activity is the path between
them. The activity of path is simultaneously creative and perceptual. In the case of
arts creation it is, as in Mary Jane Jacob’s assessment cited above, ‘the actual process
of making and the depth of awareness one brings to bear during that process.’ I find it
sometimes useful, though deceptively simplistic, to think of these two aspects of path
as simultaneous movement in opposite, yet complementary, directions, as over a
bridge. In one direction, the trajectory progresses from ground to fruition, from
emptiness to embodiment. This is the path of creativity—making something where
there was (apparently) nothing before. In my research I explore, discuss and practice
two specific instances of this creativity: embryogenesis and art-making. The
complimentary activity of this path in a sense proceeds from fruition back to ground.
This direction is the perceptual process, the awareness brought to bear, that reveals the
ground as present in the fruition, and emptiness (interdependence and impermanence)
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as the nature of embodiment.
What I am referring to as these two directions of movement on the creative path are
the inseparable activities of action and perception. In Buddhist soteriological terms
this is related to the union of skilful, compassionate activity (Skt. upaya) with the
wisdom (Skt. prajna) of perception. Specifically, prajna is the penetrating, sword-like
wisdom that recognizes emptiness.22 In the case of ultimate prajna, perfect wisdom,
Sarah Harding explains:
What specifically is known in this sharp intelligence is the nature of mind and everything as
emptiness, as a lack of any true or singular, permanent, inherent existence. This emptiness
itself is also understood as prajnaparamita. So the perfection of wisdom represents both the
agent of knowing and that which is known: its own empty nature. The mystery is that these
two aspects of the knower and the known are not to be understood in the usual dual form of
subject and object but as inseparable, a state that we cannot really conceive of in ordinary
dualistic consciousness (Labdrön & Harding 2003, p.26).23

In the Mahayana and Vajrayana Tibetan Buddhist teachings, it is the union of these
two aspects of wisdom and skilful means, in compassionate resonance (Skt. karuna)
that make enlightenment possible, just as the two wings of a bird need to work
together, in balance, for it to fly (Trungpa 1991, p.133). Wisdom is realized through
connection to the world through action; likewise action is only compassionate and
beneficial when motivated by wisdom. As cited in Gampopa’s Jewel Ornament of
Liberation, the Mount Gaya Sutra claims that ‘the path of the Mahayana is twofold:
method and wisdom awareness’ (Gampopa 1998, p.235). Cited in this same text, the
Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment also proclaims:
It is said,
‘Method without wisdom awareness and
Wisdom awareness without method
Are bondage.’
Therefore, do not abandon either (Gampopa 1998, p.234).

As we need both ‘eyes to discern the road and feet to cross the distance’ (Gampopa
1998, p.235) in order to reach any destination, method and wisdom awareness must
work together to attain the fruition of enlightenment, or, at a relative level, of any
beneficial activity. This focus on the simultaneity of skilful activity and clarity of
perception as two sides of the same path is one expressed as well by many artists,
22

Translator David Karma Choephel (2009) notes that ‘The prefix pra- in the Sanskrit word means first, full,
prime, and so forth. The root jna means to know. Thus the meaning is the prime knowing, or full knowing. The
Tibetan word combines the verb shes (to know) with the adjective rab (best or complete).’
23
Like many Buddhist terms, prajna is used to indicate various levels and kinds of wisdom, acumen, or
knowingness. In the next chapter I discuss the ‘three prajnas’ in relation to somatic methodology.

	
  

28	
  

both within Buddhist-inspired traditions such as Miksang, and otherwise. For artists,
the path is sometimes expressed in terms of movement between one’s inner and outer
experiential worlds, as in the two quotes that introduce this thesis. Agnes Martin
names ‘in and out’ as the ‘two endless directions’ (Martin & Glimcher 2012, inset
between pp.40-41), while John Cage noted a change in arts practice (in the mid1950s) from an outward expression of the artist’s vision to an inward movement. He
wrote that, ‘when Art comes from within, which is what it was for so long doing, it
became a thing which seemed to elevate the man who made it above those who
observed or heard it. But since everything’s changing, art’s now going in and it is of
the utmost importance not to make a thing but rather to make nothing’ (Cage 1961,
p.129). The continuum of movement of mind between inner and outer experience is
one that is central to my research, aligning creative activity with perceptual activity,
and linking somatic and aesthetic experience.
Within a Buddhist framework of emptiness, the dynamics of making or becoming are
also inseparable from that of unmaking—a dying or dissolution process—the process
by which a sound, thought or movement (or a lifetime) fades back into the ground.
For example, in Tibetan Buddhist embryology, the building up of the embryo is reliant
on the activity of the elemental forces—in the open potential of space, air brings
movement and communication, fire magnetizes fuel and enables digestion and
growth, water causes cohesiveness that underlies form, and finally earth provides
strength and relative stability to complete the form. According to the teachings on
death and dying, this sequential building up of the fundamental elements that occurs
during embryological development reverses at the time of death. The process of death
is by the dissolution of the elements—earth dissolving into water, water dissolving
into fire, and so on, until just space remains (Fremantle & Trungpa 2000; Sogyal
1992). This is death as the unmaking of form, as Sogyal Rinpoche describes it: ‘the
process of dying, with its outer and inner dissolution, is as a gradual development and
dawning of ever more subtle levels of consciousness’ (Sogyal 1992, p.256, italics
original). Death is not only the end of life, but also part of life. Apoptosis, or
‘programmed cell death,’ is absolutely essential to the life of any organism. Food
scraps break down into compost to feed the garden and grow more food. The sculptor
chips away stone, the poet erases a line, I cut up a segment of film. To create
something new, something of the old has to die.
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To help guide me in considering creative activity in general, as well as in the specific
undertaking of my own creative project within this research, I have looked to those
artists who work within a Buddhist paradigm (even if not named as such), and who
consciously articulate the dynamics of making, unmaking, perception, and
spaciousness/ground/emptiness within their work. The words and artworks of these
artists—particularly (in no particular order except for Duchamp, who must come first)
Marcel Duchamp, John Cage, Agnes Martin, Bill Viola, Trinh T. Minh-Ha, Meredith
Monk, Deborah Hay, Dove Bradshaw, Robert Irwin, and the participants in the Awake
Consortium—have been a great source of inspiration and clarity, have guided me in
my compositional choices and allowed me deeper reflection on my creative practice.
This is not a contemporary survey of the field, although some of these artists are still
currently practicing. Rather, I am tracing a lineage of artists and ideas that have
created the conditions in which I am able to do the work that I do.
The middle space of the creative event—the ‘work’ of an art work—is a recurrent
theme in the reflective writings of many of these artists, exemplified by (and likely
instigated by) Marcel Duchamp. Duchamp articulated an intermediary gap he termed
the ‘art coefficient,’ that operates between the artist’s intention and what an artwork
actually is and does. The potency of this gap, for Duchamp and a long line of
conceptual artists in his wake, can only be activated and brought to fruition by the
direct embodied experience of the spectator/participant. Duchamp’s equation not only
acknowledges but foregrounds the role of the observer’s perceptions in the creation of
a work of art, rather than solely the artist’s hand. The spectator, he wrote, ‘brings the
work in contact with the external world by deciphering and interpreting its inner
qualifications’ (Duchamp 1973, p.140). He describes this as not just an act of
witnessing or critique, but one of ‘transmutation’ or ‘transubstantiation,’ where art,
presented in its raw, unripened state, is ‘refined, as pure sugar from molasses, by the
spectator’ (Duchamp 1973, p.140). Duchamp’s art coefficient, this transmutation and
refining, I understand as the creative/perceptual activity of making of—how the
spectator makes something unique of the artist’s work. Duchamp’s revolutionary
claim (one of many of such claims), was that artwork can only be completed, or
activated, through its interaction with a spectator, in an unknown, immeasurable
coefficient that comes to life in the intermediary space between the artist, the artwork
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and the individual perceiver. Art, in other words, is interdependent. By radically
changing the rules of art, shifting attention away from the virtuosity of the artist onto
the perceiver and the process of perception itself, Duchamp freed art to be and do
different things, laying the ground of possibility for the birth of the ‘conceptual art’
movement.
Duchamp’s legacy is in many ways the foundation for my training as a choreographer.
My university dance training was largely influenced by what was then called a
postmodern paradigm, inherited from Duchamp through John Cage, Merce
Cunningham, Robert Dunn and members of the Judson Dance Theatre.24 As a student
in this lineage, I was provided the opportunity to explore a wide range of movement,
from the basic pedestrian (walking, sitting, standing) to highly trained virtuosity. In
my honours thesis at Wesleyan University, I traced the development of pedestrian
dance in the 1950s and 1960s, primarily by the Judson Dance Theater artists
(including Steve Paxton, Trisha Brown, Yvonne Rainer, Deborah Hay, and Merce
Cunningham) in New York City, along with concurrent developments in visual art,
music, and performance art. In composition classes I studied the work of
Cunningham, credited with having radically changed the parameters of choreography
to democratically embrace all movement, all parts of the body, and all points in space
(Banes 2007, p.49). I practiced and witnessed improvisational performances, in which
the performance is composed in and of the moment, by a ‘thinking and creating body
engage[d] in action’ (Foster 2003, p.8). I learned techniques and choreographic scores
developed by Hay, Paxton, and Rainer (whose famous No Manifesto (1965) asserted a
quotidian, everyday performance persona, saying ‘no’ to spectacle, virtuosity, and
style).
Elizabeth Dempster (2008, p.23) notes how the pedestrian turn taken by the Judson
Dance Theater marked the undoing of the binaries of the modernist aesthetic, such as
24

This lineage is historical but also formative for me personally as an artist. My undergraduate dance degree was
completed at Wesleyan University in the 1980s under Susan Leigh Foster. My training at Wesleyan was heavily
influenced by a postmodern approach to dance (developed largely by the Judson Church choreographers), as well
as collaborations with students in Wesleyan’s Cage-influenced experimental music program directed by Alvin
Lucier and Ron Kuivila. I studied independently with Steve Paxton and Deborah Hay, and aspired to the
‘democratic’ body of dance that Sally Banes attributed to the Judson Church choreographers, often casting
untrained dancers in my work. Note that the term ‘postmodern’ carries a slightly different set of meanings in dance
discourse than in other areas of the humanities, indicating a choreographic paradigm that embraced the use of
everyday movements, pedestrian settings, and indeterminacy. For further discussion see Daly et al 1992; Banes
1987; 1993.
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those between art and life, or performer and spectator, newly asserting ‘an affinity or
continuity between the body of the dancer/ performer and the body of the spectator’
through the use of non-trained dancers as performers and everyday movements as
dance. Indeed, Dempster argues the newfound inclusion of those everyday
movements previously thought to be ‘left over’ (outside the virtuosic language of
modern dance or ballet) was not only indicative of a ‘pedestrian vocabulary’ (sitting,
walking, standing), but a pedestrian operation, a new way of asking questions with,
and defining the terms of, choreography. What I received from training in this lineage
was permission to experiment in my making, and encouragement to think about how
the making operates within these intermediary spaces—between art and life, between
performer and spectator, between theatre and street. This experimentation was
nurtured in a climate of movement equanimity—what now strikes me as a rather
Buddhist idea, that all forms of movement expression (and indeed expression through
any medium) have equal potential value. I was drawn to noticing everyday, incidental
choreographies, and generated a pedestrian aesthetic and specific movement
vocabulary through observing people on the street, in the library, at the beach, on
television, and in magazine photographs. I cast untrained dancers in much of my
student work, preferring the ‘naturalness’ I saw in their efforts and stage presence. My
academic dance training encouraged me to reflect on the process of composition and
my choreographic choices, and to cultivate faith in the knowledge generated and
synthesised through my dancing and choreography. I was taught that dance-making
mattered.
What I did not know at the time was that this training was part of a Buddhist-inspired
lineage. Duchamp had first introduced the pedestrian as art as early as 1913 with the
creation of his first readymade, The Bicycle Wheel. Lee (2004) and Baas (2004, 2005)
make a strong case for the influence of Buddhism on Duchamp’s life and art practice.
Baas (2004, p.20) points to the obvious similarities between the Bicycle Wheel and a
Buddhist prayer wheel. Both objects are functional in their own way. A prayer wheel,
spun by Buddhist practitioners to kinetically send out prayers, is symbolic of the
wheel of dharma (the Buddha’s first teaching is often described as ‘the first turning of
the wheel of dharma,’ followed by two subsequent ‘turnings’). Duchamp said of his
readymade, which was literally a bicycle wheel attached to an upturned stool: ‘To see
that wheel turning was very soothing, very comforting, a sort of opening of avenues
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on other things than material life of every day’ (Baas 2005, p.87). A tectonic shift
occurred in Duchamp’s marriage of the art work with real-life function and intention,
the highlighting of action and activity over object, a shift which took the focus off of
purely material achievement and on to the ongoing movement of thought and
perception. Baas asserts that the key paradigm shift of conceptual art, namely ‘the
realisation that art resides not in the mind of the artist or in the art object, but in the
mind of the viewer…. parallels the Buddha’s insight that suffering resides not in
events or objects but in our minds.’ She continues:
Duchamp’s theory of how art worked was the precise opposite of the ‘It’s art because I say it is’
attitude often ascribed to him. The practice Duchamp initiated with his Bicycle Wheel shifted
attention from artistic product to process, and shifted responsibility for that process to the
perceiver. These shifts produced a profound change in the relationship of artist to artwork and
audience that definitively altered the cultural landscape of the twentieth century (Baas 2004,
p.20).

Cage was also influenced by studying Zen Buddhism with Daisetz Suzuki and Alan
Watts, although he later wrote that he did not want his work ‘blamed on Zen’ (Cage
1961, p.xi). Although Cage’s Zen influence is often cited, he stated that he wanted to
‘free Zen of any responsibility for my actions’ (Cage 1961, p.xi). In an
autobiographical statement, Cage added, ‘I have never practiced sitting cross-legged
nor do I meditate’ (Cage 1991, p.62).
By the early 1950s, Duchamp and his co-conspirators including Cage, Cunningham,
and Robert Rauschenberg, were thoroughly questioning the boundaries between art
and life (Tomkins 1976), at the helm of an engaged and highly experimental ‘avantgarde’ scene.
Rauschenberg famously declared that he wanted to work in the gap between art and life. Cage
announced that he wanted to eradicate the difference. Duchamp said he wanted to turn his life
into art, and that he believed in the artist, but wasn’t so sure about art (Searle 2013, n.p.).

I find it interesting that, in general, the more ‘conceptual’ this art became, that is, the
more focused on questioning the making and perceptual processes, rather than
demonstrating specific artistry or technique, the more pedestrian the palette. For
some, the artist’s hand became practically invisible, such as in Rauschenberg’s (1951)
White Paintings, sets of large panels treated with white house paint. Rauschenberg
created these as pristine, flat white surfaces, stripped of any brushstrokes or painterly
marks. Even more radical for the time, he maintained the crisp white surface by
enlisting other people to repaint the panels in the following years (Roberts 2013, n.p.).
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Cage, inspired by the way the utter absence and openness of the White Paintings drew
his attention to the ever-changing play of light and shadow they revealed, staged his
now-famous composition, 4’33”, the following year. The title is the length of the
piece, which consisted of pianist David Tudor sitting still at a piano on the stage. The
score is in three parts, each of a specified length (determined through chance
operations), with the sole instruction to the musician: ‘tacet’ (be silent, wait). In the
silence, the noises in the concert hall became the composition, by chance, according
to the conditions of the hall and the surrounding environment, and tempered by the
perceptive abilities of each individual in attendance. The framework of measured
time, plus the attention of the audience (at least those audience members who didn’t
walk out) served to cast a composition from whatever arose in the moment. For Cage
(1992, p.9), ‘A single sound by itself is neither musical nor not musical. It is simply a
sound. And no matter what kind of a sound it is, it can become musical by taking its
place in a piece of music.’25 Each person in the audience would have made a different
piece of music out of the 4’33” of silence, potentially revealing the more subtle ways
in which this always already occurs in the reception of any performance piece.
These emerging themes—a focus on process and the audience’s perceptions, the
welcoming of indeterminacy, and the configuration of the everyday object/event as
art, are all marked by an emphatic embrace of the unknown. Cage’s 4’33” of silence
reveals a trust that something will arise worth attending to, in the process of paying
attention. Or perhaps it suggests that everything is worth attending to, without
preferring one outcome over another. Similarly, Dove Bradshaw’s Contingency Pours
are a beautiful expression of ontological indeterminacy—made of materials that
would change colour and texture over time, indefinitely. They are each a unique
collaboration between the materials, the artist’s hand that pours, local conditions at the
time of making, the elements of temperature and humidity, and time. This work is
profoundly poietic, drawing our attention to its own presencing, its poiesis—its
simultaneous making and unmaking. These open-ended works demonstrate what
Martin Heidegger (1977) called the ‘unconcealment of being,’ related to a poietic,
rather than enframing (Gestell) approach to relating to the world. As Barbara Bolt
25
This definition, Cage went on to say, ‘requires some adjustment of the definition of music which was given by
my Aunt Phoebe. She had said that music was made up of melody, harmony, and rhythm’ (Cage 1992, p.9). In
expanding the definition of music to include all sounds Cage also acknowledged the many musical traditions
around the world that don’t employ harmony.
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writes:
While enframing concerns an ordering and mastery over what-is, poiesis involves openness
before what-is….the openness before what-is relates to the ancient Greek understanding of
presencing. It is a bringing-forth or unconcealment of being. (Bolt 2011, p.80)

As Bradshaw’s Contingency Pours evolve over time they open up and simultaneously
reveal their opening-up, becoming something much more than the artist’s hand alone
could create, and never becoming anything final. The viewer is required to let go of
attachment to form as fixed, much like viewing an intricate Tibetan sand mandala,
painstakingly created, then gone in a moment, leaving nothing to hold on to.
Choreographer Deborah Hay speaks of wanting her audience to have ‘no place to
land,’26 to not assume they know what they are seeing. To know, in the sense of
measuring and reification, can close us down to the nuances of perception (as in Julie
DuBose’s refrain ‘letting go, letting go, letting go’ cited above). Hay claims not be a
Buddhist practitioner, but likens her dance practice (and dance as a way of
experiencing the world) to Buddhist themes, in her book, My Body, the Buddhist
(2000). Her work embodies a willingness—an insistence, even—to dwell in the
unknown; it evokes the ephemerality and as-it-is-ness of the everyday world, while
also engaging an imaginative process that activates the potential in the space:
As a dancer, I will notice what occurs when I imagine every cell in my body at once is getting
what it needs moment by moment. The manner in which these what ifs can thrill and annihilate
the body’s reasoning process, overwhelming it with self-reflection, is similar to the experience
of beginner’s mind in Zen Buddhism. Dance is the field trip I conduct in order to interface with
this experience (Hay 2000, p.xxv, italics original).

In the context of practice, art becomes less about the achievement of a perfect object,
and more about the field trip, about asking questions, inviting closer examination of
what appears and the processes of appearance. This emphasis on experiential process
over attempting to create a specific product is also found in the practices of Dharma
Art, which Trungpa likens to Ikebana, or Japanese flower arranging: ‘you don’t try to
be artistic; you just chop off certain twigs and branches that seem to be out of line
with the flow’ (Trungpa 2008, p.133). The process involves aligning awareness with
intention, openness and precise action.

26

Deborah Hay, speaking in response to an audience member’s question, Dancehouse, Melbourne, Australia, 8
March 2014. From my personal notes.
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The work of Duchamp and the ‘conceptual’ avant-garde (including Hay) asks the
spectator to enter into a similar practice of awareness. As Robert Irwin put it, this art
aims to have people ‘perceive themselves perceiving’ (Feinstein 1997). In his pursuit
of ‘pure phenomena’ as the essence of the art object, Irwin progressed from traditional
painting inside a frame, to modernist abstract painting within the frame, to having the
art merge with and extend beyond the frame, to working with pure light and colour,
and then to creating gardens and airports and finely landscaped environments,
carefully and caringly designed places for people to move through (Diehl 1999). This
progression, and his philosophy of art might be summed up in Irwin’s comment:
And here, it’s like I am saying, you know the kind of attention you have been taught to lavish on
a Renaissance landscape within its as-if window frame, try lavishing that sort of attention on the
world itself. In fact, get rid of the window! Just experience the world! (Irwin in Weschler 2008,
n.p.)

His is art that is embedded in everyday experience, as the pedestrian/spectator is
embedded in the artwork; the work of art is not only depicting qualities of flux and
interdependence, it is these qualities. I had the fortunate experience of being
immersed in one of Irwin’s landscapes when I visited the Dia:Beacon art gallery in
Beacon, New York in 2012. Upon walking into the parking lot, I immediately became
aware of the colour and texture of the plants, generously red and vibrant on a clear
autumn day (see Figure 4). I realized I was as enamoured by the grounds and the
building itself (a repurposed old biscuit-box printing factory) as the artworks within.
It was only partway into my visit there that I realized this was all Irwin’s creation, and
that I was embedded in the beauty of my own perceptions, thanks to his making.
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In many ways, of all the artists I surveyed, Irwin, through his writings and interviews
as well as his work, has assisted me the most in thinking through how to present and
identify my performance work as it was developing over the course of this research.
Would I bring an audience to a performance? How does the framing of a ‘show’
change people’s perceptions of the work? Would I bring the performance to an
unsuspecting audience, create a pop-up or a happening? Would the work go
unlabelled? If I don’t name/frame the performance in some way, how would anyone
know what it is we are doing? (In hashing through this last issue, I wrote in my
journal that this option ‘needs to include the possibility of immediate death if nobody
notices.’ In a mobile phone-mediated age, nobody noticing is a very real possibility.)
I had visited Dia:Beacon that autumn day in order to view a collection of paintings by
Agnes Martin. I was intrigued by Martin’s writings, as well as several descriptions I
had read of the experience of viewing her paintings in person, accounts of the
dynamic ‘play of movement between field and grid’ (Bonshek & Fergusson 2007,
p.277) that embodies the play between what Martin called the ‘exhaustibles’ and the
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‘inexhaustibles’ of life—temporary form and ultimate ground. Anna Chave writes,
‘For my part, the pleasure that Martin’s art brings me—a pleasure qualitatively unlike
that offered me by any other artist—is a sense at once somehow calming and
stimulating: a profound sense of openness’ (Chave 1992, p.151). My experience in
spending time with her paintings in person (reproductions in books do not do them
justice) was similarly profound. While the work appears on the surface to be quite
simple in its ordered sequences of lines and grids, there is something in the
background field that is subtly vibrant—an alive, activated sense of space without
boundaries. In the ‘exhaustibles,’ the lines and gridwork, Martin’s hand was exacting,
demanding perfection. Somehow, and it is not all clear to me how, the ‘inexhaustible’
radiates through these grids. It was hard to tear myself away from them.
In Martin’s writings, she names ‘inspiration’ as that element shared between the artist
and the observer, similar to Duchamp’s art coefficient in that it is something beyond
either person’s individual ego. Martin believed that the artist must always begin by
settling the mind (‘seeking the awareness of the perfection of the mind’), to be
receptive to this inspiration, which then serves as the ‘guide to the next thing’ (Martin
in Haskell & Martin 1992, p.22):
If there’s life in the composition it stimulates your life moments,
your happy moments, your brain is stimulated
Saint Augustine says that milk doesn’t come from the mother
I painted a painting called Milk River
Cows don’t give milk if they don’t have grass and water
Tremendous meaning of that is that painters can’t give
anything to the observer
People get what they need from a painting
The painter need not die because of responsibility
When you have inspiration and represent inspiration
The observer makes the painting (Martin in Haskell & Martin 1992, p.14).

Martin’s ‘stimulation’ of life moments, or what Trungpa called ‘freshness,’ is also
found more recently echoed in the compiled writings resulting from a two-year
project entitled Awake: art, Buddhism and the dimensions of consciousness, a
consortium of artists, art critics, and meditators convening at the Green Gulch Zen
Center near San Francisco. Their aim, to ‘elucidate the common ground between the
creative mind, the perceiving mind, and the meditative mind’ (Baas & Jacob 2004,
p.9), was approached through an ongoing series of research projects and papers,
symposia, and exhibitions, involving more than 50 participants overall. The resulting
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book Buddha Mind in Contemporary Art (Baas & Jacob 2004) is a rich collection of
essays, artist interviews, and reflections on practice. Freshness, for these artists, arises
through dedication to process and the recognition of impermanence, along with the
suffering that comes from attachment to particular forms. Performance artist Marina
Abramovic describes her ‘first Buddhist lesson’ at age 12, of realising the
‘temporality of things’ upon seeing an artwork dissolve into dirt (Bass & Jacob 2004,
p.187). The idea of temporality is what brought her to performance, and her work is
still highly concerned with ideas of presence and vulnerability. Sanford Biggers, who
creates floor-sized mandalas that ‘become activated by break dancing’ (Bass & Jacob
2004, p.270), speaks of ‘having a visceral, preconscious notion of how to work’ (Bass
& Jacob 2004, p.205), something he relates to jazz improvisational artists. Kimsooja
and other performance artists speak of the sense of ‘awakeness’ found through
performing at the edges of the body’s comfort and endurance. This collection, along
with Jacqueline Baas’ (2005) scholarship tracing Buddhist influence in visual art
‘from Monet to today,’ and Brauen & Jacob’s catalogue for the 2010 Grain of
Emptiness: Buddhism and Contemporary Art exhibition at the Rubin Museum, proved
to be rich sources of inspiration, providing insight into these artists’ research practices
and helping me to shape my own thoughts and practice.27

Preliminary	
  research	
  questions	
  
My research is interdisciplinary and has aimed to actively engage in methodologies of
entanglement, reflection, cross-questioning, and diffraction, or ‘reading insights
through one another’ (Barad 2007, p.71). The disciplines that host and contribute to
my research are all based in long traditions of practice, involving methodologies of
being present, cultivating awareness, and honing perceptions. My initial guiding
questions were therefore open-ended, inviting practice-led conversation amongst
disciplines:
•

How might specific practices within the disciplines of dance/choreography,
Body-Mind Centering, and Buddhism actively inform one another?

•

How might I successfully apply experiential investigations in Body-Mind
Centering and Buddhist practice to creating dance works?

27

For further discussion of emptiness in the arts, including examples from poetry, prose, music, visual arts and
dance, see Gay Watson’s (2014) book A Philosophy of Emptiness.
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•

How can experiential learning and tacit knowledge, in particular nonverbal,
bodily knowing, be made shareable?

They were a bit forced, to be honest. What I wanted to ask, as I have presented in this
contextual review, was more like:
•

What happens if I put myself (poetically dwelling) at the centre of this
thematic terrain and engage with what arises, with the intention to open an
embodied, poetic and philosophical conversation amongst these fields of
practice and study?

This fourth question, at the centre of the other three, reflects a trust in and reliance on
the ground of inquiry to reveal and support the path of research activity, to produce
insight, to fruit.

Further	
  reflections	
  
Remaining in the centre of this research territory, my unique crucible of inquiry where
these three disciplines—BMC somatics, Tibetan Buddhism, and creative arts—
interlace through practice, has been an effort in some ways reminiscent of sitting
meditation. I can’t recall a day-long meditation retreat that didn’t have me wanting to
jump up and run out of the room at least once. With this particular terrain of inquiry,
my experience hasn’t been so much about wanting to run from it (although that has
happened at times), but how to stay with it amidst the lure of more and more
information shared by more and more voices. Any one subset of any one of these
disciplines could make for years of study. It has required discipline, like the meditator
returning her attention to the breath after ‘checking out’ on a discursive storyline, to
repeatedly return to the centre of my questions, while also allowing the inquiry
enough freedom to evolve and mature. As the meditation instruction goes, the practice
should be ‘not too tight, not too loose.’ What helped to bring me back to the specific
heart centre of my inquiry was the grounding in somatic and contemplative arts
practices, and my dedication to the art of the everyday, to seeing the poetic in the
pedestrian—through a marriage of art, practice and theory that is embedded and
present in everyday life.
The space between thoughts, the basic background emptiness out of which everything
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arises, and within which everything that arises is contained, and expresses—this is the
starting point when bringing a Buddhist perspective to the research. And yet the work
happens in the here and now, with our physical bodies and embodied minds. In this
way I need to keep cycling around—spiralling perhaps—between emptiness,
embodiment, expression, and perception. In my true experience these are never not
connected (research notes).
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Chapter	
  2.	
  Somatic	
  methodologies	
  
What we need is a way of thinking which embraces our motility (Levin 1985, p.104).
We can begin any exploration from a conceptual framework and discover its inherent origins
through creative awakening. Or conversely, we can begin any exploration from the roots of
our unknowing and discover the pattern as it manifests in expressed form. It is the dialogue
and weave between the two that creates the full fabric of our individual, creative, and
cognizant self (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.13).
But a moment’s reflection reveals that inquiry is radically physical (Johnson 1994, p.35).

Each of the three disciplines named in the previous chapter—somatics, Tibetan
Buddhism, and creative arts practice—are practice-based disciplines, and as such
already contain a large body of practice techniques. In developing methodologies for
this research project, I was interested in extending these techniques into places of
intersection; by engaging, for example, in Buddhist philosophical inquiry through
somatic methods, or approaching somatic experience poetically, or choreographically.
In the first phase of my research I developed a largely somatic methodology based in
my prior experience with Body-Mind Centering, mindfulness meditation, dharma arts,
and dance improvisation, brought into engagement with academic practice-led
research strategies. In this chapter, I describe this somatic methodology as embodied,
reflective, emergent, and generative of both poetic image and philosophical insight.
The term embodiment has been discussed in the previous chapter. When I describe my
research methodology as embodied, I mean specifically that the research is conducted
with and as a ‘savvy body’ (Johnson 1994), and that the work brings the ‘functional
power network’ (Block & Kissel 2001) of one’s mind and body to bear on the terrain
and its arising questions. Somatic research understands body and mind as an
‘operational whole,’ as Dewey (1928) suggested, but relies on the body’s capacity for
sensation and action in developing understanding and insight. This definition is
experiential, not theoretical, developed over the course of several decades of somatic
explorations and movement improvisation as process and performance. A pioneer in
improvisational performance, Ruth Zaporah, elaborates a similarly experiential
definition:
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When I refer to the body, I am also referring to the mind, for the two are known through one
another and are inseparable. The body knows itself through the mind as the mind knows itself
through the body. Sometimes it is convenient to talk about the body and the mind as separate
entities. We can talk about taming or disciplining the body, quieting the mind, relaxing the
body, focusing attention. But can you imagine doing any of these without both body and
mind?.... We talk about the mind and body as if they were separate but, in fact, it’s our
attention that is split. Through improvisational practice, awareness expands to hold our entire
self (Zaporah 2003, pp.21-22).

My prior training enabled me to bring kinaesthetic sensitivity and somatic intelligence
to the terrain of my research and process of asking and responding to research
questions.
To conduct embodied research means that I, as a researcher, am embedded in, present
to, and in relationship with, the material at hand, and in many cases I am the material
at hand being researched. Embodied experience has the capacity to be simultaneously
subjective and objective, as we are always situated within and as the body that
observes, even when observing ourselves. As Richard Shusterman articulates it, body
consciousness is
not merely the consciousness that a mind may have of the body as an object, but includes the
embodied consciousness that a living sentient body directs at the world and also experiences
in itself (and through which it indeed can experience itself as both subject and object)
(Shusterman 2012, p.197).

Somatic attention fluctuates amongst pre-reflective sensations, internal dialogue,
relationship to the external environment, imaginative suggestion, reflection and
periods of integrating what one has learnt by ‘taking stock’ of the situation in
conscious and unconscious ways. At times the body’s story is the story, kinaesthetic
feeling the main player in the unfolding narrative, while at other times corporeality
serves more as the radio, or the wifi, an invisible carrier of information. Whereas the
notion of embodied research could imply any research in which the practitioner is
physically present and engaged in the research activity, somatic methodology extends
embodied research (or, perhaps more accurately, intends it more deeply) by
privileging kinaesthetically and proprioceptively sourced information in generating
new knowledge. Therefore somatic methods require in-depth training and familiarity
with the body-mind terrain, an ‘expert-intuitive’ (Melrose 2007) level of familiarity
with somatic experience. The practice of Body-Mind Centering in particular fosters
access to ‘an expansive range of embodied, sensory information’ (Brown 2011, p.64)
through rigorous training. An expanded kinaesthetic capacity is useful in many arenas,
including dance technique, dance and sports medicine, movement education, well	
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being, and various kinds of therapy, as a means of improving mind-body integration,
psychophysical awareness, and general functionality.28 It also can be pursued for its
own ends, for the sake of enjoyment or curiosity. In the case of practice-led academic
research, utilizing an expanded sensory capacity can be a means of asking ontological
questions, engaging with philosophical and aesthetic propositions, and generating
artworks.
When used in an academic context, somatic methods require the researcher to engage
methods of reflection that productively convey something of one’s personal, interior
experience. Thus strategies of reflection become a crucial aspect of the
methodological discussion. How to reflect on experience without breaking out of it?
How to communicate from the midst of the experience itself, rather than commenting
on it from an external vantage point? How to create reflective technologies that are
the least invasive to the participant?29 On the other hand, the act of recording can
deepen the sense of being listened to, providing (in my case) clarity and focus of
intention. To address these issues, I drew on reflective methods developed within the
somatic, contemplative and creative arts traditions as well as methods drawn from
creative and practice-led research. These include stream-of-consciousness writing,
visual journaling strategies such as mind maps (Gray & Malins 2004), and ‘dialogic
encounters’ (Wall 2012) between literature and image, as well as the keeping of a
research journal and frequent discussions with peers.
In their treatise on embodied cognition, Varela, Thompson & Rosch note that
reflection itself is a form of experience, when performed mindfully:
What we are suggesting is a change in the nature of reflection from an abstract, disembodied
activity to an embodied (mindful) open-ended reflection. By embodied, we mean reflection in
which body and mind have been brought together. What this formulation intends to convey is
that reflection is not just on experience, but reflection is a form of experience itself—and that
reflective form of experience can be performed with mindfulness/awareness. When reflection
is done in this way, it can cut the chain of habitual thought patterns and preconceptions such
that it can be an open-ended reflection, open to possibilities other than those contained in
one’s current representations of the life space (Varela, Thompson & Rosch 1991, p.27, italics
original).
28

For practical examples of applications of somatics to dance and performance technique see Amory 2010;
Beavers 2008; Eddy 2006; Smith 2010. Glenna Batson has written extensively on somatic applications in dance
science. See Batson & Schwartz 2007; Batson 2009; Batson, Quin & Wilson 2011).
29
Kent de Spain explores methods of capturing the ‘inside’ experience of dance improvisers, and noted that his
participants needed to be significantly experienced improvisers in order not to be thrown by the methods of data
collection. One of the key problems that de Spain articulates is ‘how to access “real-time” experiences without
disturbing or destroying the improvisational state in which they are occurring’ (de Spain 2003, p.28).

	
  

44	
  

As these authors suggest, engaging in reflective experience with awareness of the
process itself is key to opening possibilities beyond those dictated by habit and
preconceived expectations. Reflective activities are creative activities, generative in
their own right. To re-flect is to bend back, to enfold, to create a new proximal
relationship (Rotman 2009).30 To reflect on one’s embodied experience is to forge a
deeper relationship with and understanding of that experience, by offering up ways of
articulating and representing that experience, so that it becomes part of the map. This
is a way of bringing the experience to some kind of fruition that can be handled and
known more thoroughly. The art of reflection—what one makes of one’s experience,
and how—is an important aspect of the methodological crafting, as the choices of how
to reflect affect what is created.
In order to foster openness to new possibilities, my research methods must be allowed
to adapt and change. For the somatic research that anchors this project I have adapted
a methodology that is based in the specific methods of the BMC tradition, but is also
responsive to and shaped by the emergent needs of the study. The creative
methodologies likewise emerged in response to the unfolding of the research. For
example, in the early phase of my research candidature I did not consciously plan to
include photography practice in the research, although I had included photographs in
the visual component of my candidature confirmation presentation. It was only
through the research process that the significance of the photography practice, and the
photographs themselves, emerged. As Estelle Barrett writes, the knowledge generated
through practice-led methods ‘emerge through material processes. Because such
processes are (at least in part) predicated on the tacit and alternative logic of practice
in time, the precise operations cannot be predetermined’ (Barrett 2010, p.6). While
most obviously practice-led, my somatic, dance and creative arts research falls under
the wider umbrella of naturalistic inquiry, a methodological approach which is
characterised by ‘the researcher as primary generator/gatherer of data, the use of tacit
knowledge, emergent research design and qualitative methods’ (Gray & Malins 2004,
p.200). This approach in turn lies within the post-positivist, constructivist research
paradigm, which aims to ‘understand’ rather than ‘explain’ (Gray & Malins 2004,

30
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p.198).31 I believe this includes the attempt to understand the methodology itself and
how it operates.
The final characteristic I have listed in describing my somatic methodology is that it is
generative of both poetic image and philosophical insight. It has been my experience,
when engaging in somatic exploration, that striking images will often arise. They may
be visual, kinaesthetic, aural, or in combination, like a dream fragment. Like a dream,
these images carry their own peculiar logic. Elizabeth Dempster refers to these as
‘spontaneous images,’ those that arise from a practice of deep inward reflection that
‘places a person directly in touch with their own unique world of images’ (Dempster
1985, p.20). Depending on one’s intention for engaging in somatic practice, these
images may or may not carry meaning or relevance. In therapeutic contexts, for
example, an arising image might offer insight into the source of a particular injury, or
suggest a new way of organizing oneself in relation to a particular situation. In
conducting somatic-led research, I wanted to encourage thought (meaning, images,
information, questions) to arise from physical experience in any form. I wanted to
‘mine’ the somatic experience for ‘data;’ to draw out experiential truths that might
contribute to the synthesis of new knowledge. Since the language of somatic
experience, when it arises, is often based in imagery, it was important to me to enable
the recognition and recording of these images for later reflection. Rouhiainen
describes the relationship of poetic language to embodied experience:
in contrast to conventional language, original or poetic language, especially, discloses and
articulates what is implicitly contained in pre-reflective experience itself. In so doing,
language has the possibility of portraying an infinite range of experiences. This occurs through
time when language is renewed as it is applied to new situations, which in turn involves a
delay, where pre-linguistic experiences are yet not grasped in a linguistic mode (Rouhiainen
2007, pp.116-117).

The generative aspect of this methodology hinges on discovering what the participant,
including myself as a participant/researcher, makes of the somatic experience. As
Rouhiainen describes, this requires time for immersion, time for immediate churningup of response, and time for reflection and articulation in relation to those elements
that create meaning and relevance in one’s life and practice. ‘When one is retrieving
understanding of lived processes and improvisation, it is imperative to allow oneself
to be immersed in them and to take sufficient time to gain a sense of their nature’
31
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(Rouhiainen 2007, p.117). The understanding retrieved from the immersive
experience of somatic research becomes valuably generative when brought to the
surface, and when given time for expression, reflection and articulation. It is here at
the surface of intelligibility that somatic images can be brought into communication
with other voices, other bodies, and other minds. Jude Walton describes the dynamic
process of allowing the image to arise (for her, often in stillness), and the sense of
ease required to let the image live in all its vividness:
The image can arise from many places….it is a dynamic process and if one tries to hang onto
it in too rigid a way it refuses to be caught. It needs though, to be as clear, vivid and fully
known as possible before ‘letting it go’ (Walton 1985, p.23).

In conducting my somatic research, I sought to find ways of balancing those aspects
that involve me instructing or giving information—such as specific anatomical,
embryological, cellular and elemental ‘truths’ that I gathered from other sources, with
allowing space and time for individual experience and processing, for these images to
arise through sensing internal movement, writing, sharing writing aloud and watching
each other move. I sought to collect the vibrancy of experience without holding on ‘in
too rigid a way.’ I liken the process to dropping a pebble into a pond: as fascinating as
the pebble may be, the interesting part is the ripples created by the dropping. That is
where the action is.

Limitations	
  of	
  somatics	
  as	
  methodology	
  
Somatic approaches often carry an implicit idea of the ideal body, and the ideal way
for that body to move through the world. If, as Isabelle Ginot (2010, p.23) claims,
somatic techniques have ‘as a backdrop a homogenous, universal, ahistorical, and
occidental body,’ how does that limit or otherwise interfere with the discovery process
and what the savvy body can reveal? We need to ask if there is an assumed or
prescribed body that we are expecting to find. Likewise, if indeed Hanna’s somatics
assumed, as Ginot claims, that the body is universal and ahistorical, contemporary
cultural studies claims the exact opposite—that each body is co-created by and in
relation to the culture, history, family, sexuality, race, and so forth in which it exists.
Philipa Rothfield notes the problem that ‘the lived body—qua agent of subjectivity—
is a filter of difference between bodies’ that challenges any comfortable claims of
universality that arise from the ‘dancer’s carefully cultivated sense of lived
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corporeality’ (Rothfield 2008, p.26).32 Ginot calls for a somatics that ‘does not
pretend to restore a so-called natural or original body but rather contributes to the
reorganization of the multiplicity and heterogeneity of what we call the body’ (Ginot
2010, p.25). Somatics and dance practices have the potential to reveal multiple
experiences of bodily life, but this potential can be limited by fixed beliefs of what the
body is. Cultural and traditional understandings of anatomy, for example, can be
prescriptive as well as inscriptive. In a culture that seeks scientific validity, the
anatomical maps defined as scientific are often privileged over those that emerge from
folk traditions or ‘alternative’ models such as Polarity Therapy or reflexology, for
example. Ginot (2010) cites multiple examples in which the authors of somatics texts
include endorsements from medical professionals as a source of scientific validation.
And yet scientific understandings change with time. Our knowledge has a half-life
(Arbesman 2012). Since BMC is largely premised on information gleaned from
Western science, my sense of the tenuousness of the facts frequently impels me to
question: What if I lead a somatic exploration of a physiological principle that is later
contradicted by a new scientific discovery? What is my responsibility in presenting
accurate information in a practice-led philosophical inquiry? How do I make
transparent the limitations of my (or anyone’s) knowledge while still going forth with
confidence in my received wisdom?
In conducting somatics-led research with participants in the studio, I have sought to
be aware of my own expectations and how this influences my choice of words and
even the tempo at which I speak them, how I guide the conversation, and how
prescriptive or open-ended this guidance is. Somatics in education, research, and
therapeutic contexts involves the very personal process of making meaning out of
internal sensation and awareness of relationships at various levels (Dyer 2009). In the
case of somatics-as-research, this highly personal exploration will likely be influenced
by the researcher’s intentions and beliefs, and the specific aims of the research
sessions. For instance, my philosophical and artistic aims involve not only exploring,
but also cultivating and fostering the perception of emptiness through embodied
experience and the artworks that I make. At the same time my intention is to remain
32
In a separate article, Rothfield considers the universalizing tendencies of phenomenology (‘concerning the body,
rather than, for example, this body’ in the work of Merleau-Ponty) in relation to dance practice (Rothfield 2005,
pp.44-45). Rothfield argues that the ‘theorist’s corporeality…functions as a nexus for the development of
phenomenological insight,’ and thus his or her insight cannot be considered universal.
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philosophically open-ended and non-prescriptive, to uphold the view that ‘what
actually happens at a bodily level is more, and less, than you could ever imagine’
(Rothfield 2008, p.26). When leading somatizations, I attempt to ride this
contradiction by asking questions (such as ‘what do you notice?’) and suggesting
possibilities for meaning-making while attempting to minimize any closure of my
own narrative of understanding. At times, however, I am aware that I am imposing the
meaning I make, often as I’m making it, onto the research space. Although I make
every attempt to qualify my interpretations as just that, and to leave space for
participants to have and share their own interpretive experiences, the overall research
project and its outcomes are based in, and certainly biased by, my positioning, beliefs
and expectations.
At its most essential, I feel, somatics is a mode of inquiry based on increasing
experiential awareness. As Margherita de Giorgi points out, ‘Hanna cleverly defined
Somatics first and foremost as an epistemological shift, a mode of thinking produced
by a transformation of one’s quality of awareness (Hanna 1985), rather than a group
of pre-existing methods to merely assemble and institutionalize’ (de Giorgi 2015,
p.61).33 As we turn to the specific emergent methods utilized in BMC and extended in
my research, it is worth keeping this last point in mind. Somatics as epistemology is
open-ended and, while always referring back to bodily experience, does not seek to
fix that experience in a reified body, but rather recognizes the lived body, or perhaps
better put, our multiple and multifaceted ‘lived bodies’ (Rothfield 2005, p.45) as (a)
limitless field(s) of potential always in a process of becoming.

Body-‐Mind	
  Centering	
  methodology:	
  visualization,	
  somatization	
  and	
  
embodiment	
  
Dancing is like going on a field trip. My body is the guide and tools, including the tape
recorder (Hay 2000, p.2).

The embodiment process in BMC often begins with visualization of specific
anatomical structures or functional relationships. This involves gleaning knowledge
through, for instance, studying images in anatomy textbooks or looking at models, in
order to more accurately envisage internal structures, the full extent of which are often
33

Hanna did, however, lay out a specific course of exercises in later books and at the Novato Institute for Somatic
Research and Training, which he founded. See Hanna 1988.
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externally invisible. Bainbridge Cohen (2008, p.157) suggests, for example, ‘after
looking at a picture of a particular structure in the body, hold the image in mind as
you search to become aware of that part of your body.’ The guidance at this stage is
largely coming from outside information—from a book or a teacher. In a practical
sense, if you want to understand how to move your knee efficiently, it helps to begin
with looking at illustrations, to locate the bones, articulating surfaces and connective
tissues of the knee, seeing how the bones articulate, where the ligaments and muscles
attach, and so forth. Then you can begin to find these structures and relationships in
your own knee, to take the external knowledge inwards into experience. The joints,
muscle and connective tissue that make up the knee joint, once identified and sensed,
can begin to initiate movement and find more efficient functional relationships and
pathways. In approaching the complexities of anatomy, physiology and embryology, it
always helps to begin with a clear illustration or two.
The step that happens after visualization is what Bainbridge Cohen has termed
somatization.34 This ‘is the process by which the kinesthetic (movement),
proprioceptive (position), and tactile (touch) sensory systems inform the body’ and
guide the exploration (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.157). The somatization process is
supported by asking questions, such as, ‘What do you notice? What are your
sensations, feelings, perceptions? How does this affect your movement and your
consciousness?’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.157, italics original). The guide for
somatization is more internal than what is followed in visualization, as the process
becomes more about how this soma (this body-mind) feels and responds than how
that body looks in the book. Somatization as a method is key to BMC’s embodied
approach to anatomy, physiology and embryology, and forms the basis of my practiceled methodology in the studio research aspects of my project. As dancer Deborah Hay
comments in the quote above, this is fieldwork conducted of and with the dancing
body(-mind).
The somatization process is usually framed by the sharing of specific information

34

Although Bainbridge Cohen coined the term ‘somatization,’ the process it describes is also an important
component of Ideokinesis, an approach to alignment through working with imagery developed by Mabel Todd.
The work of Ideokinesis continued, and still continues, in the work of many practitioners including Lulu Sweigard,
Barbara Clark, Irene Dowd, John Rolland, and Eric Franklin. See Todd 1937; Sweigard 1974, Dempster 1985;
Dowd 1990; Franklin 1996.
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while simultaneously holding space for individual experience and interpretation of
that information. For example, if I were to lead a somatization on the liver to a group
of students, having first located it within our bodies using pictures, demonstration,
and touch, I might share my own experience of the liver’s sense of weight, or its
relationship to its neighbouring organs and the thoracic diaphragm. In sharing this
information, however, I would encourage my students to discover the qualities that
they experience in embodying their own liver, which they might access through
movement or through hands-on work with a partner. The somatization process is one
of discovering and honouring one’s own internal experiences, with the guidance of a
‘tour guide’ who helps clarify and personalize the maps, pointing out landmarks and
points of interest along the way.
These two methods of visualisation and somatization are interwoven and form an
ongoing developmental practice, in which the universal mapping and the personal
experience illuminate and reveal each other. The progression through these two
methods, though not linear, leads to a third stage, what Bainbridge Cohen calls
embodiment, defined in part as ‘the cells’ awareness of themselves.’ At the stage of
embodiment, she writes, ‘you let go of your conscious mapping’ (Bainbridge Cohen
2008, p.157, italics original). Elizabeth Dempster notes a similar progression common
to accounts of the process of Ideokinesis, an approach to alignment based on
visualization of specific imagery:
The initial stage is one of research, of gathering information, of intellectual preparation of an
image. A point is inevitably reached at which a critical mass of information is achieved and no
further progress seems possible. A letting go of conscious direction, a forgetting of the
problem or the image one is working on is called for…. This releasing of conscious direction
allows an intuitive, off conscious mode of thinking to take over (Dempster 1985, p.19).

Bainbridge Cohen describes this intuitive state as the ‘fully known consciousness of
the experienced moment initiated from the cells themselves….There is complete
knowing…. There is peaceful comprehension’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.157). This
is not a ‘claiming to have all the answers’ kind of knowing, but a felt sense of
effortless insight and presence. Embodiment, in this sense, and in my experience, is
often a place of more effortless expression, of bonding with or being present with
another person, or of compassionate resonance.
Throughout the history of Body-Mind Centering and as part of its maturing into a
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school, this kind of somatization and embodiment process has served as methodology
in a developmental laboratory. There have been many explorers involved as
researchers in this work. Although there is no question that BMC is the brainchild of
Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen, its development is due to the contributions of many
people. The lexicon of material that currently comprises the BMC certification
courses is the distillation of several decades of experiential data gained through
somatic exploration by thousands of people. Bainbridge Cohen claimed, in 1993, to
be ‘developing an empirical science—observing, contrasting, corroborating, and
recording our experiences of embodying all of the body systems and the stages of
human development’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.2). At the time she noted that
‘several thousand people have participated in the study and development of BMC,
some briefly and a few for twenty years’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.2), giving the
work its breadth and depth of experience from which the BMC principles are drawn.
‘The universal has emerged out of the specific just as the specific has emerged out of
the universal. This is part of the nature of the work’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.2). By
the time I undertook practitioner training in the 1990s, we were given extensive and
detailed notes charting, for example, particular qualities that are associated with each
body system, organ, fluid, region of the brain, subcellular organelle, and so forth. Yet
the spirit of openness and personal discovery was never lost even amidst the
codification and mapping of the BMC ‘system,’ and the student is still always
encouraged to listen primarily to his or her own experience. In this way the work
continues to evolve and to find individual expression.
The somatization and embodiment process can also be imaginative, as in embodying
embryological patterns. In a video recording of Bainbridge Cohen (2010a) leading a
class in an embryological exploration, she guides her students in discovering
movement patterns and anatomical connections within their current physical
experience, yet these are patterns that occurred during the first eight weeks of foetal
development, in many cases involving structures and relationships which are no
longer present in an adult body. The practice thus requires an imaginative, narrative
engagement with the material—the story of how our bodies came to be—in a way that
embodying structures that are currently physically present does not. Bainbridge
Cohen claims that the embryology material involves a practice of ‘re-membering’ preconscious patterning, a practice through which we can facilitate more optimal
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patterning and alignment in our bodies now. She writes:
This process has already taken place in our developmental history waiting for us to claim it
consciously… This is re-membering in the original sense of this word—to be mindful of again.
We recognize the truth of this memory through the consciousness of its current manifestation in
our bodily awareness and emerging reality (Bainbridge Cohen 2010b, n.p.).

My appreciation and understanding of this three-stage methodology of visualization,
somatization and embodiment has deepened with the recognition of a certain parallel
between it and a similar pedagogical strategy described in Buddhist study and
practice. I mention it in this context as an exemplar of experiential learning that is
articulated clearly by both BMC and Buddhist teachers, one that I feel provides a
useful framework for understanding the process of embodied inquiry and the
cultivation of integrated mind-body intelligence. In Tibetan Buddhist teachings this is
known as the three prajnas, based in a classical Indian model of three types of
wisdom, or ‘critical acumen’ (Dreyfus 2002). Prajna, as I introduced in the previous
chapter, is, at an ultimate level, the perfect discerning wisdom awareness that
recognizes the true nature of any appearance as emptiness. As with most teachings in
the Buddhist tradition, prajna is also discussed at a relative level, and in
developmental and pedagogical terms. ‘The development of wisdom is understood as
a continuous outgrowth of the more ordinary forms of knowledge acquired from one’s
studies. In this process, the content of the tradition is gradually internalized in three
stages’ (Dreyfus 2002, p.165). The overview of the ‘three prajnas’—hearing,
contemplation, and meditation—refers to this three-stage developmental process of
developing insight. The first stage is the student gathering and studying information
from outside sources through activities such as reading, listening to a teacher, looking
at images and watching demonstrations. This prajna of hearing (sometimes called the
prajna of study) involves the taking in of outside knowledge, similar to beginning
with visual images in BMC practice. Neither practice stops here, with the
accumulation of information for its own sake; receiving outside knowledge is only the
beginning stage. Next is the prajna of contemplation, the activity of reflection, of
‘critical insight’ into our received knowledge (Trungpa 1991, p.146). Contemplation
means taking time to churn what we have taken in, tinker with it, experiment, see how
it sits with us, and have a look at it from all sides. This is the embodied research
practice, phenomenology in action, the trying it on in our lived experience of mind
and body. I parallel this with the experiential learning activity of somatization; in both
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instances what begins as outside information becomes digested, processed,
internalized. Through contemplation, we might have an experience of embodiment
and direct knowing. This is the third prajna, the higher wisdom born of meditation,
when we have ‘studied something so thoroughly, looked into it so completely, that it’s
not separate from [us] anymore. It is part of who [we] are, down to [our] very bones
and marrow’ (Lief 2002, n.p.). The Tibetan term meaning meditation, gom (or Wylie
sgom), indicates activities of ‘activation’ and ‘bringing into play,’ a kind of animation
and lively exchange. In BMC terms this is cellular, embodied knowing that is brought
into action. Chogyam Trungpa makes the distinction that this level of wisdom is
‘knowingness rather than actual knowledge’ (Trungpa 1991, p.132, italics original). In
the developmental view of both BMC and Buddhism, the process is understood as a
cyclical, rather than linear, progression, in which the practitioner continually returns
to embodied, perceptual experience while incorporating information gleaned from
study.
Both of these traditions describe a wisdom that is born of (and borne by) practice. It is
reflective, immersive, contemplative practice that gives knowledge the opportunity to
become wisdom. The practice is where the theory is tested, lived, and digested. As
Asian theatre scholar David George claims, Buddhist practitioners are ‘simply not
interested in only knowing something: the whole point of pushing philosophical
positions into meditative practices is to turn knowledge into wisdom via experience’
(George 1999, p.43).
My comparison here is not to reduce the soteriological significance of prajna in
Buddhist traditions, and its specific meaning at an ultimate level, as the vivid
intelligence that recognizes the ‘perfect and full discrimination of all phenomena’
(Gampopa 1998, p.235) as emptiness. My intention rather is to show the sharpness of
the inquiry process, and to claim the value that I place on the embodied contemplative
experience as a path to knowingness. For me as a practitioner/researcher, this is
equally true of my experience when engaged in movement research, Miksang
photography practice, sitting meditation, or contemplating a Buddhist or other
philosophical text. Prajna, knowingness, or ‘appreciative acumen’ as Herbert
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Guenther preferred, 35 is an active, penetrating wisdom, the ‘natural bubbling up of
curiosity, doubt and inquisitiveness’ (Lief 2002, n.p.) that has the potential to cut
through ordinary awareness like a sword. ‘Prajna is where view and meditation meet.
The view is our understanding, and practice is how we make it our own’ (Mipham
2003, p.194). The path to wisdom requires personal agency, trustworthy teachers, and
a willingness to observe openly, inquire critically, practice, be present with what is,
and then inquire some more. As the Sakyong Mipham Rinpoche, the current head of
the Shambhala Buddhist lineage, cautions, meditation is not a way of creating a
‘comfort zone.’ Any honestly contemplative attempts to understand the truth of
anything always take us further into the mystery, perhaps ‘a little further than we want
to go,’ into deeper levels of knowing (Mipham 2003, p.188).

Somatic	
  research	
  sessions:	
  somatization,	
  reflective	
  writing,	
  and	
  talking-‐
while-‐moving	
  
From the early days of my research, when I began reading and gathering information,
I engaged in a solo movement practice in the studio, exploring written material
through moving with it. I would typically bring a text that I was working through into
the studio, and alternate reading with movement improvisation and writing. The
intention of this research activity was to somatically digest, to engage in a kind of
dialogue with the material beyond conceptual thinking—entering the realm of
contemplation. When I found something of interest in the reading, or perhaps a place
of confusion that I wanted to investigate further, I took it onto the floor, shaped it in
space, took it into the push and pull of somatic questioning. There did not need to be a
logical connection between the material I read and the movement practice that
transpired; the moving was more of a rippling-on effect from reading, it had its own
logic. Thinking is a form of movement, and as such the movement of thought is
affected by the movement of the body which bears the thought.36 At the same time,
the movement of thought can become the movement of speech, song, dance, gesture,
or the writing hand. I referred to this practice ‘studio reading,’ an active reading
35
Guenther’s translation of the term as ‘appreciative acumen’ indicates prajna’s concern with what is nonegologically meaningful rather than what is simply known. See for example Guenther 1992; 2001.
36
My use of this term derives from David Michael Levin, who writes that ‘the bearing of the body… is . . . bearing
the life of our thinking. Thinking is thus embodied; at the same time, the metaphorical truth of the body, what the
tradition has suppressed over a long history, is finally retrieved, finally resurrected’ (Levin 1985, p.90). Levin’s use
of the term ‘bearing’ is connected to themes of motility as well as gestation: ‘The etymology of “bearing” focuses
our attention on the manifold nature of the body of thought. (i) “To bear” means “to give birth,” “to gestate.” It
indicates, therefore, a gesture or movement which is essentially and intrinsically creative’ (Levin 1985, p.91).
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of/listening to the author’s voice and my own voice, simultaneously. This practice of
studio reading moves between the lines of the written past and the unwritten future, in
its present embodiment and expression as movement. This is a complex process,
requiring negotiation between textual materials, kinaesthetic sensations and arising
images, along with the intentions of my practice and curiosity (and sometimes worry)
about what it might be producing.
Although studio reading was a fruitful process for me and allowed for creative
engagement with texts, in other regards I found solo studio research to be rather
infertile. The difficulty for me in the somatization process is in maintaining a
conscious focus while also allowing myself immersion. To draw an analogy, in
academic writing practice one is often advised to write a first draft freely, without
editing, to allow the ideas to flow. Later, the words can be crafted with more
consideration. The two activities, of drafting and editing, require a different mindset,
perhaps even activating different regions of the brain. Although both activities are
writing, they do very different things. So too with somatic research, only the situation
is more complicated: in many cases immersion in movement experience requires
‘switching off’ the analytical functioning of the higher brain, accessing instead the
immediate intelligence of the body in relation to gravity, as it knows itself through
weight, touch, and sensation. For instance, it is through proprioception that we know
where we are in space; the vestibular system in the inner ear and the midbrain gives
constant feedback as to equilibrium, balance, and movement through space; this
physical information activates the hindbrain, the cerebellum, which integrates
movement wisdom and coordination of complex physical skills. Entering the free
flow of movement exploration is a complex activity, and a very different kind of
activity to reflection on that experience, which is also a complex activity requiring the
coordination of many level of nervous system functioning. Of course the complexity
of the situation is much greater than this simple analogy, and involves the interrelated
activities of (the movement of) thinking, sensing, feeling, remembering, moving,
resting, resonating, judging, analyzing, planning, framing, comparing, weighing,
imagining, conceptualizing, forgetting, making and discovering meaning.
Movement is both action and perception. It is ‘the first perception to develop and
therefore the most important for survival’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.114). The
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vestibular nerves—those that communicate the experience of movement—are the first
of all the cranial nerves to myelinate (develop a fatty sheath of insulation) in utero.
Myelination is an indication of regular use. Think of the ease of writing with your
dominant hand and the awkwardness of writing with the other—the easier pathways
are those which have been myelinated through repetition. The fact that the vestibular
nerves myelinate first ‘indicates that we learn first through the perception of
movement. Not only is movement a perception, but as the first perception of learning,
it plays an important role in establishing the baseline for our concept or process of
perceiving’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.115).
As a researcher doing my fieldwork in the studio, while perceiving movement and
perceiving through movement, I also trace and track my attention, and these activities
contribute to the ‘tools’ of my data collection. With this awareness and tracking of
sensation, the process becomes something like performance: although alone in the
studio there is no performer or audience in sight, the audience is often present as a
projection of an imaginary witness. As I move and reflect on movement I also create
an other who receives the reflection. The actor Spalding Gray captured something of
this complexity, remarking of his reflective performance work: ‘Look at me, I am one
who sees himself seeing himself’ (cited in George 1999, p.24). The exegetical process
thus begins with the artist/researcher’s initial intention to track, record, remember,
perform, improve, and so on.
Bainbridge Cohen describes perception as a cyclical activity, as a way of organizing
the complex interplay between our active intention to perceive, the motor act of
focusing our attention, our preconceived expectations and our prior knowledge, all of
which affect the perceptual experience. Somatic research, indeed any research,
requires a version of ‘active focusing,’ the motor activity of selecting what we will
tune our perceptions to at any given time. Akin to a ‘dog directing its ears toward
incoming sound,’ the sensory activity of perception is based on this active motor
attunement. ‘In ourselves, we can see this … [active]… focusing as motivation,
desire, attention, and discriminating awareness’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.117).
Active focusing is part of an ongoing loop of motor and sensory activity, known as the
perceptual-motor cycle, that is always renewing and recalibrating based on the
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integration of new perceptions.37
In order to perceive clearly, our attention, concentration, motivation, or desire must actively
focus us on what it is we are to perceive. This aspect of perceiving we have named ‘active
focusing.’ It patterns our interpretation of sensory information, and without this active focusing
our perception remains poorly organized (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.6).

Bainbridge Cohen notes that the choice of what we perceive, what we focus on,
although a motor action, is often unconscious. Practices such as BMC, contemplative
movement, and meditation develop awareness of focus as a choice, and strengthen our
ability to direct attention with intention. What I discovered in my solo practice is that
it is very challenging for me to maintain the active (motor) focusing required to
engage in somatization as research, and also engage in open-ended, kinaesthetic
(sensory) experience and reflection on that experience, when I am in the studio by
myself. Alone in the studio, I found it difficult to keep my ears, as it were, directed
towards the question. Although this may just be indicative of my individual learning
style, I think of the kind of palpable support for focus that arises in the meditation hall
or the library. As I mentioned in the previous chapter, BMC talks of the ‘mind of the
room,’ the general tone in a space when a group of people are focusing on a particular
activity, sensation, or material such as a physiological system. It is this shared ‘mind
of the room’ that ‘tells us where we are’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2014) and, like a
container, holds the experience for us. For thinking through questions somatically, I
have found that I benefit from the collective—from the presence, input and feedback
of other people to engage in the cyclical activities of focusing, perception, learning
and reflection. In a group research laboratory I was no longer the one ‘seeing myself
see myself,’ but could instead see the movement of connection with other people. I
found a structural container that evidenced the material in the room, allowed me to
immerse and embed in a practice, to speak from embodied experience, track insights
and connections as they arose, and to stay ‘on-task.’
I conducted three distinct phases of studio research with different groups of
participants. The first two phases followed a similar format and utilized similar
37
The cycle consists of: Preconceived expectations - Pre-motor (Active) focusing - Sensory input - Perceptual
interpretation - Motor planning - Motor response - Sensory feedback - Perceptual interpretation. (Bainbridge
Cohen 2008, p.117). In 1992 Bainbridge Cohen changed this term from ‘pre-motor’ focusing to ‘active’ focusing,
identifying it as a motor activity. She claims that ‘our perception of movement, i.e. our interpretation of movement,
is dependent upon all our previous experiences of movement, as it is for every other sense. We develop
preconceived expectations based upon how we have perceived similar information in our past experiences. These
experiences then precede new sensory input’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.117). See also Linda Hartley (1995,
pp.248-250) for an overview of this cycle in her discussion of the somatic nervous system.
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methods, which I will describe here. The third phase was concerned with the
development of the dance/film, and as such required a different approach. I discuss
the details of this third phase in Chapters 5 and 6.
Because of the somatic and highly experiential nature of the research, the success of
the project relied on participants who had already cultivated a certain level of
kinaesthetic intelligence. There are other research circumstances in which it would be
appropriate and fruitful to engage beginners in somatic approaches. However, because
my focus here was not on the nature of somatic inquiry itself, but rather on using
somatic intelligence to engage with wider philosophical ideas, it was necessary for me
to have participants who were already familiar with somatic investigations and dance
improvisation. The six people who participated in the first phase of research—
exploring the five elements in embodiment—are all accomplished dancers as well as
researchers. At the time of our working together, three participants were engaged in
higher degrees by research in dance or performance, and three had completed higher
degrees and were actively engaged in teaching and/or advising. Each person, in his or
her own way, was working at the intersection of dance, movement, performance, and
philosophy, and so brought great depth of thought to our research activities. The
second phase of research—exploring cell division—included three of the same
participants, plus three others who, again, were all very experienced in somatic
approaches, and included one higher degree researcher in performance. All nine of
these research participants had some prior exposure to Body-Mind Centering, through
attending classes with a local practitioner or, in some cases, through attending training
courses overseas.
The primary aim of the studio sessions was to interrogate specific material through
sharing movement, writing, and reflective discussion. The sessions provided an
educational opportunity for the participants while providing me a clear physical
anchor in time and space to dedicate to the exploration of a particular aspect of the
material. The structure of the sessions was informed by BMC methodology, with
appreciation of the approach of the three prajnas. I began by introducing my ideas and
current questions for the session and providing relevant background information. I
brought in supplementary materials—on anatomy, physiology, embryology, and
philosophy—in the form of texts, diagrams, still images and animations. I distilled
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essential points to share from my extensive reading, in order to give a grounded
overview of the philosophy as an entry to experience, and to contextualize the
practice. For some of our meetings the participants would have received material to
read or video clips to watch beforehand; at other times I would follow up with
reference materials after a session.
From the opening discussion we would transition into a guided somatization, which
was the main practice activity of these sessions, as well as the main catalyst for
experiences of discovery and integration. The somatization process shifts the locus of
meaning-making from the cerebral cortex, or higher brain, where we think about
things and create concepts, to the full body, where we may experience things more
directly, before conceptualizing (Bainbridge Cohen 2008). In BMC terms, we would
begin to enter the mind of a particular system or pattern of expression, and move or
speak from that mind, which is a very different experience than talking about that
system. Distinguishing the mind of one system from another, according to Linda
Hartley (1995, p.xxvi), involves perceiving ‘particular qualit[ies] of awareness,
feeling, perception, and attention when we embody a movement pattern or body
system; this is the “mind” of that pattern or system, and is an expression of the
integrated body-mind.’ Over the course of leading a somatization, my own immediate
embodied experience would evolve and deepen. As a participant in the research
practice, my understanding of the material would shift as I spoke and moved. By
speaking and dancing at the same time, I allowed my words to arise from my somatic,
kinaesthetic experience, through movement, and from my immediate observation of
my fellow movers. I asked questions as they arose, dropped fragments of thoughts
into the space, and commented on connections and discoveries as they occurred. By
speaking, attempting to bring the body’s intrinsic logic into the logic of verbal
language, I could also identify my places of confusion, the places where I didn’t know
what to say. I was narrating my practice—simultaneously kinaesthetic, aesthetic, and
philosophical—in the moment it was occurring. Siobhan Murphy notes that
‘becoming a narrator of one’s own practice entails a productive tension between being
inside and outside the practice at the same time, an oscillation between immersion in
and reflection on practice’ (Murphy 2014, p.187). Having other movers present in the
space to narrate to was essential to my ability to navigate this tension, to bring
immersive knowledge to an articulating surface. I recorded myself speaking during
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these somatizations, and subsequently transcribed the recordings.38 This strategy
proved very fruitful, providing a direct account of the questions, discoveries, and
connections that I made while immersed in somatic inquiry.
Embedding the research in the activity of guiding a group of participants required me
to stay focused on the material, on the content, and to articulate my embodied and
embedded experience as best I could in the moment. While the transcriptions share
the content, they lose the timing and nuance of the recordings, which in turn have
already lost the kinaesthetic/cognitive synthesis of moving and talking in which the
content emerged. The following transcription, for example, can be read as a short
paragraph, but it compacts what was spoken and danced across at least thirty minutes
of spacious exploration:
We are constantly becoming space, and space is constantly becoming us. Those are some of
the pathways that that happens through. That’s also connected to mind and consciousness and
thinking, and creating. Physical movement is in the air/wind family, activity, but again it’s the
space that allows that movement to happen. So just like there’s space between the thoughts,
there is space between your movements. Which doesn’t mean you have to stop, but it’s space
that your movement arises from, and resolves back into, just like with thoughts. So moving is
a kind of thinking. You can allow your body to think about space. You might start to find
space in places in your body that maybe you normally think of as being really solid (12
September 2011).

By recording myself speaking I was able to directly draw on and harness this situation
of focus and enforced articulation.
…So as we start to pay attention to those systems and those qualities, we’re also feeling our
relationship with the earth, so we’re feeling the play of gravity through our bodies, with that
sense of heaviness, and also the sense of structure—the question of how you relate to the force
of gravity, how you yield to the earth, how the forces come up through your structure, or not.
So much of our physical form, our physical structure is formed by those forces of gravity, the
physical forces of gravity from the earth, from our place on the surface of this big planet. So
you can play with how the forces of gravity come through your body, and you can see in the
building—the beams, the roof, and the outside structures, the trees, things that have their form
in relation to what they need to do with the forces of gravity (10 October 2011).

If I had relied solely on notes taken after the session completed, many of my
discoveries would have slipped by unnoticed and unnoted. The method is not without
its problems: forgetting to turn on the recorder, muffled or quiet voices, and loud
rainfall all posed obstacles to my data collection:
There’s always an interchange, there’s always coming and going, there’s always an adding up
and taking away in anything, so things that appear to be solid, that just happens at a slower
pace or a smaller level. It’s not so obvious. (having trouble hearing 31:30—something about
38

Excerpts from these transcriptions are included in Chapters 3 and 4, and sample transcriptions are included in
Appendix I.
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the water element increasing and decreasing being more obvious? It was raining very hard)
(10 October 2011).

Nevertheless I was left with several hours’ worth of material to transcribe, and a very
useful trace of the research process. In reviewing the recordings of these sessions after
the fact, I considered the long pauses in my speech, mid-sentence. During those
pauses, I was engaged in the (often invisible) work of finding the right words to
articulate something that I understood (or was questioning) somatically and
kinaesthetically. In the somatization process, ‘the body cells are informing the brain as
well as the brain informing the cells’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.1, fn1). This process
of informing and translating takes time, and is both assisted and challenged by the use
of language. A verbal suggestion—my organs are supported by their own selfcoherence, a property of the water element—creates a somatic response: I sense my
organs differently, their tone changes. But the experience of my organs is in a
different language to that of the suggestion. I may or may not find a way to articulate
this new sensation in words. The words then may reduce the experience or they may
enhance it. As Steve Paxton cautions, verbal ‘language… can be coercive. We may
opt to disregard experiences which don’t work in language’ (Paxton 1987, p.17). The
participants were aware that I was forming ideas and questions through moving, and
challenging myself to articulate my somatic experiences in words. As they became
more familiar with each other and with the practice, they began to occasionally speak
during these explorations.39
In guiding the movement research, I invited the dancers to engage in embodied
reflection on how the given material felt in their own experience. There were no
limitations imposed on the style, movement vocabulary, or the scope of their
movement, except for those dictated by the size of the studio and personal safety.
They were encouraged to attend to internal sensation and proprioception, as well as
images that arose. They could rest at any time. Each session also included a period of
unguided movement, or open dancing, as an integral part of the learning process. The
39

The strategy of speaking-while-moving is one that I hope to develop further in future research projects. I am
inspired by Kent de Spain’s devising of technology to track dancers’ experiences of improvising, specifically his
use of two tape recorders: ‘the first played a mostly silent tape during which, at random times, my prerecorded
voice broke in to say, “report now”; the second, connected to a microphone, recorded anything the improviser said’
(de Spain 2003, p.28). The instruction to report would presumably catch the improvising dancer in the midst of
experience, cutting through the complex dialectic of immersion/reflection in a particular way. This might be a
strategy for intervening in the aforementioned pitfalls of solo practice.
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stage, or state, of embodiment, in BMC terms, entails letting go of conscious tracking
of our movement experience. At this point we stop trying to find anything. This is
time to let the improvisational, active body-mind lead, in movement or stillness, to
quiet the inquiring mind and rest in immediate knowing. This integrative, nondirected activity is valued in both BMC and Tibetan Buddhist meditative practices.
Following this movement practice, we transitioned directly into timed stream-ofconsciousness writing, without stopping to discuss or edit. This writing strategy is
intended to encourage verbal expression as a continuation of one’s inner experience of
movement, to write while still in the mind of the somatic experience, as opposed to
writing an analytical reflection upon the experience from an outside orientation. It is
both reflective and poetic. Once the participants were all made aware of the purpose
and strategies of this kind of writing, the only instruction given was to write without
stopping for a given length of time, usually about five minutes. Some of this written
material reads as an account of the practice:
I put my attention to my hand/hands allowing them as distal points to get things done/initiate
and my head and my feet and my tail and the attached associated limbs followed. It was a
frenetic experience at first—I couldn’t bring awareness to all while the actions competed for
attention, awareness. I decided to drop what I was doing and make a choice…

Some of it reads as field recordings, discoveries made and notes to remember:
Me: 2 pts of interest:
(1)
Movement/sensation
(2)
The mind of the room
There came a pt when the mind of the room was spacious, still. People weren’t moving much
…Q: Were they moving still?

In some cases recalling a felt image led to formulating questions through the writing,
which could then generate new imagery or material to explore in movement or
writing:
I felt bodiless. I had the sense that ‘I’ would still be here even without a body. What is
movement without a body, or atom or particle? If wind is the movement of atoms, what is
moving the atoms? What pushes them?

And:
My face wanted to change, muscles wanted to bust off the skull into movement outwards into
space. How strange that as muscles they don’t have the agency to move independently. The
face needs to be carried if it wants to get from here to there, unlike a limb that can project
itself outwards. Mouth as a limb leading the face?

Some of it reads as poetry:
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The warmth in my belly spreads down my legs, little kick
flick of the ankle
Image of a fat insect, pulsing at the centre
making its way across the floor
in no time
I inhale
I exhale
The silence in between
The clock ticking rhythm of my feet
Stop!
Go!
Here!

I have used this particular activity of writing upon emerging from movement
exploration for many years as an integrative, reflective and generative tool. I find it
regularly yields very rich images and connections that I can then draw on to create
further writing, poetry, or dance. Additionally, and perhaps more importantly in the
context of this research, the process allows me to make connections between my
somatic experience in movement and the rest of my life, including philosophical
questions and quandaries. This writing emerges from my bodily experience, as one of
many of the body’s voices, as further expression of what is already occurring in the
kinaesthetic and immediate field of action and perception, from the wisdom housed in
the experience of my cells and fluids and fascia, through the invitation of mindful
movement.
When time allowed, we finished the sessions with reading selections from our
writings aloud, followed by an open discussion. In one session I devised a structure on
the spot that that was particularly effective and satisfying. We were beginning to read
our writings aloud, sitting in a circle together, and I felt that we needed to continue
moving. I instigated a simple improvisational score, in which one person read aloud,
one observed, and the others moved in the space as they liked. When the reader was
finished (sharing as much or as little of their writing as they wished), he or she
entered the space and began to move. The person observing would then read, and one
of the movers would step out to observe. We continued through this score until
everyone had a chance to move, read, and observe. In my experience of this activity,
listening came alive through moving and through watching movement response,
speaking changed when being received through movement, and movement took on
new layers of meaning when interacting with the spoken word. This was my
experience, corroborated by the others’ comments. The words, when spoken aloud
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and reflected/refracted by moving bodies, displayed an active, generative power, quite
different in impact and effect than reading a record of something that occurred in the
past.
Excerpts from the transcriptions of these sessions (from both my speaking during the
somatizations and the group discussions) appear in the accounts of practice in
Chapters 3 and 4, with participants’ writings clearly indicated as such.40 These
excerpts, in a sense, ‘perform’ rather than ‘represent’ the research journey for each
individual (Bolt 2004, p.3); that is, they embody the researcher’s experience, and act
here as short animations displaying the liveliness of the inquiry. Although transposing
these words a step further through their inclusion in this thesis, they are shared in the
spirit of their original utterance, their present-tense emergence into writing.41 They
also serve as collected data, evidence of a lived practice. The image comes to me now
of the colourful detritus found sweeping up the floor after a party: a collection of
liveliness that continues to vibrate and resonate after the event.

Dance,	
  embodied	
  mind,	
  and	
  creative	
  activity	
  
The somatic methods I have described here arose in response to the ground of my
prior participation in traditions of practice, adapting and maturing in response to the
evolution of my questions and discoveries. The methods that I adopted, devised and
adapted are anchored in contemplative, somatic and aesthetic epistemological modes
that favour experiential, embodied knowingness. In my experience, and in much of
the discipline-specific literature, these practice-based epistemologies all lead back to
dance—dance as method of inquiry, dance as a somatic mode of thinking and
speaking, dance as poetic expression, and dance as metaphor for life as dynamic and
ephemeral. The practices of dance, somatics and meditation share similar
characteristics. Harrison Blum, in arguing for the restoration of kinesthetic experience
in studies of religion, notes that ‘both dance and the religious experience require
presence in the moment. As a dancer must be cognizant of each muscle sensation, so
40
Participants were asked but not required to send me their writings by email, either in part or in full. They
consented to the written and discussion material being used for publication. Every participant had the right to
refuse publication of any given material. Any quotations of participants’ writings or comments are provided
anonymously in this thesis as well as in any published work deriving from these research sessions.
41
In thinking through some of the complexities of how somatic knowledge, dance, and writing intersect I have
been inspired by the work of Alys Longley, especially her naming and elaboration of ‘movement-initiated writing’
(Longley 2011; Longley & Tate 2011), as well as Siobhan Murphy’s (2008; 2014) thoughtful reflections on
negotiating the relationship between producing performance and writing in a PhD.
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too must the devout be attuned to the intention held by the entirety of one’s being’
(Blum 2008, p.4). Holding intention with the entirety of one’s being is an extension of
‘active focusing,’ which I have presented thus far in BMC terms. It is also a pivotal
activity in many forms of sitting meditation and mindfulness practices. Sakyong
Mipham Rinpoche speaks of the ability of shamatha (peaceful abiding) meditation
practice to rein in the wandering focus of the mind, like taming wild horses:
It gives us the potential to have stronger, more focused access to whatever we’re doing. We
settle down to practice in order to draw in the scattered energy of the wild-horse mind. We’re
bringing the mind to attention…. We center ourselves in our mind and place that mind on the
breath. We gather it to ground ourselves in a healthy sense of self—wholesome, balanced,
confident, pliable (Mipham 2003, pp.58-59).

The Sakyong conveys a practice that gradually gathers the scattered dispersed light of
our attention into a central stronger, brighter beam of focused intention (Mipham
2003, pp.58-60). The focusing of mind occurs in the body, anchored in the movement
of the breath, which, like dancing, connects our sense of body to our sense of space,
reminding us of their inseparability.
Even the view of emptiness has been expressed as dance, claiming its qualities of
ephemerality and fluctuating materiality. Adyashanti, a teacher of Zen and
nondualism, quotes a Zen saying: ‘When the realization is deep, your whole being is
dancing.’ When one has an experience of ‘true emptiness,’ he writes, ‘you are
dancing—emptiness is dancing’ (Adyashanti 2006, p.102). Other authors and teachers
refer to the experience of ‘dancing between form and emptiness.’42
Dancing, at the surface, is used as a metaphor for the adept perceptual ‘footwork’
needed to embrace the coexistence and inseparability of form and emptiness. But I
suggest we take this metaphor further, and explore the experience of dancing as a path
of insight. When the savvy body-mind apprehends itself, it always discovers dancing.
Through somatic attention, we find the body is always moving, as in Steve Paxton’s
technique called the small dance, which involves attending to the ongoing subtle
movements and weight shifts that occur when one is standing still (Goldman 2010,
pp.105-106). What we might assume at first glance to be stillness (such as ‘standing
still’), when experienced with full somatic attention, is revealed to be a small dance of
42

For example the Aro Buddhism website offers: ‘Our spiritual practice consists simply of learning to dance with
the emptiness and form of phenomena’ (Retrieved 15 May 2015 from <http://arobuddhism.org/community/formemptiness-and-non-duality.html>). Also see Seido Martin 2014.
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ongoing corrective movements, shifts, and pulsations based on an ongoing relay of
information. The dancer, in both senses of the word—the somatically trained and the
one perceiving the nonduality of form and emptiness—embodies a state of flux. Levin
writes of the motility body, that attains its ultimate expression in dance and as dance.
Adapting a passage from Heidegger, he writes:
as poetizing, dance is the founding measure [beat, or rhythm] of Being and of the essence of all
things…. that…whereby there first comes into the open all that which in everyday movement
and actions we find ourselves concerned with’ (Levin 1985, p.295).

Dance, for Levin, is the very force of movement that animates our presencing on the
earth; ‘dancing itself first grants motion and movement their very possibility’ (Levin
1985, p.295).
Erika Fischer-Lichte (2012, p.85) writes of a ‘radical presence’ that collapses the
dichotomy of body and mind. Referencing the case of certain theatre performers,
Fischer-Lichte describes this radical presence as ‘embodied mind’:
Through the performer’s presence, the spectator experiences the performer and himself as
embodied mind in a constant process of becoming—he perceives the circulating energy as a
transformative and vital energy. This I call the radical concept of presence, written as
PRESENCE: PRESENCE means appearing and being perceived as embodied mind; perceiving
the PRESENCE of another means to also experience oneself as embodied mind (Fischer-Lichte
2012, p.85).

I would extend her description of radical presence (‘PRESENCE’) to many
experiences, even quite ordinary experiences, outside of the theatre. I would certainly
include the practice of somatic research as I experienced in myself and witnessed in
my research participants.43 And, I believe her experience of PRESENCE is, if not
parallel, at least akin to what Bainbridge Cohen calls embodiment, and moving
towards what Buddhists mean by the prajna of meditation, that is, a state of immediate
and nonconceptual knowingness. I also would argue that I witness such embodied
mind, and experience a direct knowingness, through viewing photographs, poetry,
sculpture, and film—art forms that carry the traces of the artist’s perceptual
experience, but are not performed in-person in the same way as live dance or theatre.
These forms of art, although not reliant on the presence of the performer, nonetheless
can elicit what feels like a transformative circulation of vital energy, to paraphrase
43

I would venture that Fischer-Lichte’s concept of ‘radical presence’ would not be considered so radical in cultures
that have not swallowed the pill of mind-body dualism. For example, the (ethnically Tibetan) Yolmo Sherpa people
of Nepal include ‘presence’ as a sign of health, along with ‘balance, harmony, wholeness, [and] purity,’ in accord
with their aesthetic values (Desjarlais 1992, p.88). I am grateful to Philipa Rothfield for bringing this work to my
attention.
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Fischer-Lichte. The way that artworks embody mind is a mysterious one, and for me
it is satisfyingly mysterious, meaning I don’t feel a need to figure out how this occurs.
But it is the key to how my photographs, dance/film and selections of creative writing
embody intelligence and presence, and reveal the creative dynamics involved in their
own presencing. Thus I return to Marcel Duchamp commenting on his Bicycle Wheel,
spinning in his studio on an overturned stool:
To see that wheel turning was very soothing, very comforting, a sort of opening of avenues on
other things than material life of every day (Baas 2005, p.87).

Creative activity is about coming to presence: casting a shadow, shining a light,
weaving a net, building a website, flashing on an idea, spinning a wheel, and so on.
This ‘presencing activity’ is a thing’s poiesis, its embryology, its process of becoming.
It interests me that creating artwork, and viewing art, can cause a person to feel more
present, more perceptually attuned to the present moment and place. For Crispin
Sartwell this is part of the very definition of art:
Art in the true sense, I believe, is a way of becoming fully present in the real, a way for people
to experience oneness with things and with one another. What makes certain activities art and
certain things works of art…is the capacity of these activities and things to absorb us (Sartwell
1995, p.xi).

He adds, in developing his definition of art, that ‘great art has been connected to every
great spiritual tradition, because art is always a crystallised devotion to a world in
process’ (Sartwell 1995, p.xiii, italics mine). Engaging with art, for Sartwell, is to
engage in awareness of the process nature of the always-gestating world, its poiesis.
For Sartwell, and for me, this grounds art in the everyday, through the gift of
embodiment.
In the following chapters, I discuss specific phases of somatic and creative research,
and demonstrate how the somatic methodologies described here provided a site and
means of engaging in interdisciplinary research.
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Chapter	
  3.	
  Embodying	
  the	
  dynamics	
  of	
  the	
  five	
  elements44
From the relative view of ordinary mind, divisionless secret Wisdom Mind appears to be divided
into inner and outer elements which manifest from subtle and discriminating feeling to
increasingly gross and distinct form, appearing internally as flesh, blood, heat, breath, and
consciousness, and externally as earth, water, fire, air, and space (Thinley Norbu 1999, p.8).

The first phase of somatic research in the studio with participants grew out of my
engagement as a teaching assistant in an Embodied Embryology module through the
School for Body-Mind Centering, and my subsequent discovery of the scholarship of
Francis Garrett on Tibetan embryological narratives. This chapter discusses an eightweek research phase with six participants that I describe as a ‘practice dialogue’
between Body-Mind Centering and Tibetan Buddhist philosophy.

Background	
  
Although Tibetan Buddhist narratives of embryology vary widely, one of the most
prevalent models of conception and gestation is based in the natural operations, or
activity, that are symbolized by the five elements. According to Frances Garrett:
In most Tibetan accounts of conception and fetal development, the natural elements, which
organize and direct the universe and everything that exists within it, play an essential role.
Successful conception is said to result from the mixture of the male ‘reproductive substance’
(khu ba), female ‘blood’ (khrag), and the transmigrating being’s ‘consciousness’ (rnam shes),
interacting with the energetic processes of the five elements inherent in those three substances.
Medical embryologies thus tell us that humans are made up of the same stuff as the universe
(Garrett 2007, pp.420-421).45

In the Buddhist tradition the material images of the five elements—earth, water, fire,
air, and space–are symbolic of the five fundamental forces that are integral to all
phenomena; the forces, as Garrett writes, above, that ‘organise and direct the universe
and everything that exists within it.’ The five elemental energies are featured in
traditional Tibetan medicine, cosmology, psychology, and astrology.46 As well as
describing conception and gestation,47 expressions of these dynamics are also of
course commonly experienced throughout the natural world. The elements are ‘the

44

Much of this material also appears, in a more condensed version, in Sargent-Wishart 2012a.
Also see Norbu 1987 and Dakpa 1993 for concise summaries of conception and embryology from a Tibetan
medicine perspective.
46
See Nicholas Egan’s (2011) PhD dissertation for a comprehensive overview of the uses of the elements in
Tibetan Buddhist cosmology, meditative practices and enlightenment discourse. Kennard Lipman also provides a
concise cosmology, ‘The evolution of our world: Buddhist cosmology according to Longchenpa’s Wish-fulfilling
treasure’ (Lipman 2010, pp.83-90), which helps contextualize the body as microcosm/universe as macrocosm
discourse.
47
For details of the process by which the elemental energies gather in the conception and formation of a body, see
Guenther 1987; Labdrön & Harding 2003.
45
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very functional interactivity that make change and growth possible’ (Lodro Gyelpo in
Garrett 2008, p.143). In Tibetan Buddhism and in Tibetan culture, not just
embryology but all life in the universe is seen through the dynamic interactions of
these five fundamental forces, which continually increase and decrease in relation to
one another. The elemental model forms the basis of ‘medicine, astrology, the
calendar, and psychology, and it underlies the [Tibetan] spiritual traditions of
shamanism, tantra, and Dzogchen’ (Wangyal 2002, p.1).48 Any phenomenon that
appears, by this conceptual system, is recognized as the activity and expression of
these five fundamental forces of nature.
It is important to emphasize that the elements are not external or independently
occurring materials in and of themselves, but properties or qualities of matter as
perceived through the sense faculties. This connects to the description of rupa, or
matter, in the Pāli canon as something which is ‘capable of being sensed’ (Lusthaus
2014, p.46):
It is never a materiality which can be radically separated or isolated from sentiency. Such a
non-empirical category would appear ludicrous to the Buddhist. Its ability to be sensed is not
accidental, but rather precisely its essence.... Rupa is not a substratum or substance which has
properties of sensibility; it functions as sensibility, perceivable physicality. ‘Matter,’ just like
everything else, is finally defined in terms of its function, what it does, not what it is. Rupa is
sensed, since it is itself sensorial (Lusthous 2014, p.183).

Lusthaus (2014, p.184) adds that ‘the sensorial nature of rupa is born out by the
categorization of rupa as the ‘Four Great Happenings (mahabhuta, usually
mistranslated ‘Great Elements’) as not simply Earth, Water, Fire and Air, but rather as
sensorial qualities, viz. Solid, Liquid, Heat and Motion.’49 This translation of the four
sensorial qualities as ‘happenings’ indicates their dynamic nature, reminding us that
they are more akin to verbs than nouns, more process than product. Thus what is
designated as the element of fire, for example, is the sensation of what we call heat, as
well as forces that we experience as magnetization, digestion, and the alchemical
process of transformation. Elsewhere Lusthaus (2014, p.46) refers to the elemental
properties as ‘sensorial textures’ that are concretized through our experience. Our
48

Tenzin Wangyal, whose work I draw on for this phase of research, is a Tibetan Bonpo master. Bon is the preBuddhist Tibetan shamanic religion, which was incorporated into the development of Tibetan Buddhism. Wangyal
discusses the elements in Tibetan shamanic, tantric and Dzogchen traditions and practices in his book Healing with
form, energy and light (2002).
49
As in this instance, space is sometimes not included as a fifth element but is a property that allows and pervades
the other four. Herbert Guenther writes that the ‘indigenous texts speak of either four or five fundamental forces,
of which four are particularly instrumental in setting up the physical-material, while the fifth is an openness that
reaches into the physical-material, making structuration possible without ever being limited to the resulting
structure’ (Guenther 1987, p.41).
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recognition of the fundamental quality of heat is concretized through our perception
of something that is hot—a candle flame, for example—but this is but one expression
of the dynamic symbolized by the fire element.
Kennard Lipman (2010) notes that the standard translation of the Tibetan term jungwa
(byung ba, Skt. bhuta) to ‘element’ reflects a reductive tendency to render foreign
terms into something already familiar, in this case equating jungwa with the four
elements as classified by the early Greeks.50 Lipman, like Herbert Guenther, prefers
the more process-oriented term ‘phases,’ rather than elements (derived from Porkert’s
term ‘evolutive phases’). Guenther elsewhere uses the term ‘fundamental forces’
(Guenther 1987). I use the terms ‘elements,’ ‘elemental energies,’ ‘dynamics of the
elements,’ and ‘fundamental forces’ in my writing here, as I did in my research
sessions, but it is important to keep in mind these shades of meaning.
My interest in the elements arose out of reading Tibetan embryological accounts,
although I had been previously exposed to the concept of the elemental basis of the
body through death and dying (Tib. phowa) teachings with Vajrayana teacher Lama
Tharchin Rinpoche, which describe the death of the body as a sequential dissolution
of the elements. I was intrigued, on rediscovering the elements through embryology,
by the notion of these five interacting forces creating, or becoming, the body. As I
read these embryological accounts, I experienced somatic resonations, as distinct
aspects of my body systems and structures reflected and responded to the readings. I
began to explore the dynamics of the elements through somatization and movement,
questioning where and how the elemental classification met a systems classification in
my embodied experience (for example, how my sense of the air element as the
principle of communication and movement met with my embodiment of the somatic
nervous system with its specific pathways and functions). For this research, I drew on
accounts of the dynamic functioning of the elements within embryological and death
and dying literature, as well as my experience of the five buddha families as taught
through the Maitri Five Wisdom Energies Practice, part of the Shambhala
contemplative arts program.51 My aim throughout this phase of research was to
50
Lipman cites Porkert’s scholarship here on the translation of the Chinese term wu-hsing as ‘five elements.’
Porkert notes that wu-hsing indicates ‘5 Evolutive Phases,’ that indicate their processional and cyclical movement
through time. (Lipman 2010, p.92).
51
I participated in a Maitri Five Wisdom Energies workshop in May 2011 with Acharya Richard John of
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facilitate the somatic exploration of these dynamic qualities of matter through
embodied experience.
As I have mentioned, most Tibetan embryological narratives include accounts of the
elements providing various specific characteristics or qualities. In the extensive
account of embryological development given by eleventh century Tibetan saint and
yogini Machik Labdrön, the elemental forces function in this way: ‘earth provides
support, water provides cohesion, fire causes maturing, wind [or air] causes
development, and consciousness, or the element of space, provides spaciousness to
form the body’ (Labdrön & Harding 2003, p.189). Vajrayana master Thinley Norbu
Rinpoche supports this account:
Without the earth element, there is no basis for support; without the water element, there is no
basis for gathering and collecting; without the fire element, there is no basis for ripening;
without the air element, there is no basis for increasing; without the space element, there is no
door for expansion (Thinley Norbu 1999, p.67).

This elemental activity can be observed in varying permutations, from very subtle
aspects of mind to more obvious expression in outer form. Each element also has an
associated colour, a long list of specific sensory and mental characteristics, a direction
in space, and associated deities, appearing in a mandala (see Figure 5) with a specific
spatial configuration. The associated five Buddha family mandala is foundational to
Buddhist psychology, as well as the Shambhala tradition of Dharma Art and Maitri
space awareness practices. Although I will keep this discussion focused around
embryology, somatics, and embodied experience, one ultimately cannot examine a
piece of this mandala without considering the whole. I will reference some of the
psychological attributes and connections to the Buddhist path as part of my overall
discussion, as drawn from the Shambhala Buddhist tradition.

Shambhala International. Chögyam Trungpa, the originator of this practice, defined Maitri as unconditional
friendliness, or loving-kindness, especially to oneself. For a history of the development and intentions of the Maitri
program see Midal 2004, pp.167-187. For further information on the contemporary teachings of the practice, see
<http://shambhala.org/programs/contemplative-arts/maitri/>.
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Figure	
  5	
  -‐	
  ‘Mandala	
  of	
  the	
  5	
  Elements’	
  by	
  Carmen	
  Mensink,	
  201052	
  

As Lipman notes, the ‘active energy’ of these five phases (or elements or families) is
the ‘dynamism of pure presence,’ expressed as five aspects of ‘pristine awareness’
(Lipman 2010, p.93). Each family is an expression of a different aspect of pure
presence, or enlightened mind (rigpa). In the Shambhala approach to Buddhist
psychology these qualities are also called ‘energies,’ and they each underlie a quality
of enlightened expression as well as a corresponding confused, or neurotic,
expression. These energies
are like two sides of the same coin. On the confused side are the core emotional patterns of
ignorance, aggression, greed, passion, and envy; on the awakened side are the wisdom of allencompassing space, mirrorlike wisdom, the wisdom of equanimity, discriminating-awareness
wisdom, and the wisdom of all-accomplishing action (Lief 2005, p.278).
52

Mandala of the 5 Elements, painted by Carmen Mensink (2010), used with permission of the artist. See
<www.tibetanthangkapainting.com>. The Sanskrit word mandala, or dkyil-khor in Tibetan, literally translates as
‘circle,’ or ‘encompassing,’ and denotes an encompassing geometrical representation of the dynamic appearance of
a complete universe, often depicting a central figure surrounded by a retinue on all sides. Tibetan mandalas are
‘two-dimensional figures meant to be visualized in three dimensional form’ (Andresen 2000, p.365). Herbert
Guenther argues, through his analysis of the correlative Tibetan term dkyil-khor, that this configuration represents
‘a thoroughly dynamic concept that describes the anthropocosmic whole’s self·organization in ever-changing and
evolving patterns, ebbing and flowing, but always in some sense being the whole’ (Guenther 1999, p.149), and so
should never be read as a static image.
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As seen in the mandala pictured here, the centre figure of the five Buddha family
mandala is the space element, which provides the support for all that exists, and forms
the fifth element alongside the elements of the four quadrants—earth to the west,
water to the south, fire to the north, and air to the east.53 Space is primary (and
primordial), containing all of the other elements in potential. Space, like Ground, is
before differentiation and also continues on throughout any differentiation. This is
according to a Buddhist perspective but is also a finding of the contemporary science
of complexity theory—any thing can be broken down into smaller and smaller
components (Theise 2005; 2006). When we break things down into the smallest
pieces that we currently are able to comprehend, we find space, light and movement,
and beyond that, particles that are described as
coming and going in a quantum foam, popping in and out of a generative void, without
qualities of space and time as we usually encounter them: no up, down, back, forth, before,
after, dark, light; its features are beyond linguistic and, so far, mathematical, description…
this is the source from which everything arises (Theise 2006, p.26).

And yet we often don't experience ourselves as space, unless it is suggested by a
specific image or practice.
In developing the experiential and embodied study of embryology within Body-Mind
Centering, Bainbridge Cohen (2008, p.163) noted that she was introducing the
embodiment of space to the BMC lexicon. She noted this in contrast to the
embodiment of structure, which had been the foundation of the experiential anatomy
aspect of the training for several decades. Bainbridge Cohen has articulated an
embryological narrative in which we create and inhabit a changing sequence of
spaces, both internal and external to our developing physical bodies. With this focus,
the embryological embodiment practice is one of re-inhabiting one’s spaciousness—
what Bainbridge Cohen calls a ‘primitive sense of space,’ characterized by ‘lightness,
ease and flow’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.167).
The formation of the body, from the perspectives of both BMC and Tibetan
Buddhism, begins with space. In the BMC approach, the development of space
underlies and supports the development of all the body systems. In the Tibetan
Buddhist five element approach, subsequent development is articulated in terms of the
53
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dynamics of the other four elements: air as movement and circulation; fire as
metabolic processes and maturation; water as cohesion and flexibility; and earth as
structure and solidity (Wangyal 2002). In the meeting of these two traditions within
my research, I have used the overview of the five elements as a way to consider the
embryological development and ongoing activity of the body systems within the
context of the BMC approach to embodied anatomy. I have also found that
experiencing the sequencing of the elemental phases has clarified aspects of the
dynamic process of creative activity, how the activity of making something out of
nothing, and making nothing out of something, is embodied by a sequential shifting
through phases of material presence as symbolized by the elemental energies.

The	
  five	
  elements	
  somatic	
  movement	
  research	
  phase	
  
As my first group phase of studio research, I conducted an 8-week movement practice
involving six mature, trained dancers (along with myself as a participant researcher),
all of whom have cultivated, through studying dance, BMC, and other somatic
approaches, the somatic intelligence of the savvy body: a refined kinaesthetic
awareness and an ability to articulately reflect on somatic experience through words
and movement. My trust in the participants’ somatic intelligence provided a ground in
which to propose philosophical ideas as to the formation and essential dynamics of
the human body-mind, with guided, improvised movement as the primary site and
means of research.
Our research centered on the exploration of the dynamics represented by the five
elements—in the order of space, air, fire, water, and earth, reflecting the
embryological sequencing—as the fundamental forces that comprise all phenomenal
appearance (Clifford 1984; Wangyal 2002). This perspective has not been part of the
BMC approach to embodiment. In entering this research practice, I was curious how
the five element theory might inform and expand upon the Western understandings of
anatomy and development upon which BMC is based, and also how BMC as a
methodology might deepen my experience and understanding of a philosophical (and
anatomical) system with its roots in a time and culture quite removed from my own. I
also wanted to bring the detailed study of anatomy and physiology, from a western
perspective, into conversation with the Tibetan accounts, many of which gloss the
anatomy in very general terms. And lastly, Garrett maintains that, in the Tibetan
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context, ‘the human body is a hot topic in medicine because it is a hot topic in
religion, and not the other way around’ (Garrett 2007, p.422), demonstrating that
embryology has historically been a venue for discussing spiritual issues, rather than
medical. Embryology, as she puts it, ‘appears to have become a place for medical
writers to do a bit a philosophising’ (Garrett 2007, p.422). I too was interested in
‘doing a bit of philosophising’ by engaging in the dynamics of embryology through a
practice dialogue between these seemingly disparate systems.
I met with the dancer/participants in the studio for twelve two-hour sessions over a
period of eight weeks. Beginning with a general introduction and overview, we then
explored one element in depth each week, with the last sessions dedicated to review
and to experiencing the elements in relation to each other. Our embodiment of the
elemental dynamics was grounded in the exploration of specific body structures and
systems, developmental and embryological patterns (from a BMC perspective), and
guided dance/movement improvisation. The following account is organized from the
subtlest element of space through to the densest element of earth, briefly describing
the content explored and discoveries made during the sessions. Fuller transcripts of
some of these sessions are included in Appendix I.

Space	
  and	
  the	
  experience	
  of	
  possibility	
  
In leading explorations into the space element, I included a focus on: observation of
the space in the studio; experiencing the body’s portals (eyes, ears, mouth, pores, etc.)
that provide continuity between inner and outer; the potential for communication,
exchange, and perception; and the potential space in which any activity or appearance
is possible. I led an exploration of internal and external space as generated by the
early developing embryo (see Bainbridge Cohen 2008, pp.163-174), and
contemplation of the dynamics of movement arising from and resolving into the space
of the studio. I suggested considering space as emptiness, containing any and all
possibility, by foregrounding the space between thoughts and between movements.
From my speaking while moving and guiding the somatization, as transcribed:
So, at these openings, the activity might have a relation to a specific element, but the
actual space that allows that to occur is related to the space element. So with
breathing, breath is the air, and the activity of breathing; what allows that to occur is
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the space of the nose and the mouth, the windpipe and lungs…. We are constantly
becoming space, and space is constantly becoming us. Those are some of the
pathways that that happens through. That’s also connected to mind and consciousness
and thinking, and creating. Physical movement is in the air/wind family, activity, but
again it’s the space that allows that movement to happen. So just like there’s space
between the thoughts, there is space between your movements. Which doesn’t mean
you have to stop, but it’s space that your movement arises from, and resolves back
into, just like with thoughts. So moving is a kind of thinking. You can allow your body
to think about space. You might start to find space in places in your body that maybe
you normally think of as being really solid….
After moving I wrote:
You can see me thinking in the space,
writing with 2 hands 2 feet a head and a tail,
writing in air with open heart and mind.
Mind like a sieve but is it sifting things out from the inside
or in from the outside? or a little bit of both.
There’s a profundity in the room, simple,
like a landscape,
unrehearsed but present,
not needing anything more but full of potential.
Heart head and guts equally appreciated, equally engaged—muscle; joint.
The sound is AH.
Continuous presence, like the sky embraces all weather patterns.
Look at anything substantial and you can see it isn’t solid—
there’s space in everything.
Kangaroo’s pouch, house with lights on, cupped palms,
between the lines and in the lines.

Through this practice, I felt the space became more tangible as a limitless resource for
support, a field of inspiration, and as a continuum between internal and external
perceptions. One participant indicated the experience of foregrounding space in
writing after moving:
Vast space inside. You can travel through it. Meeting the outside from the inside
I sense the gap between you and me, between me and the floor and the white walls. Taking up
space. This is how much space I take.
This much.

This somatization then led to a lively group discussion concerning our experiences of
specific forms of dance improvisation, questioning where movement arises from, and
how we choose what to make manifest. Several participants reported a sense of
disorientation with foregrounding space, a sense of losing their solid ground of

	
  

77	
  

identity, which is not an uncommon occurrence in Buddhist meditation traditions but
could be quite confronting for the physical identity of a dancer. It’s interesting to note
the consideration of ‘my space’ and the ‘space I take’ in several participants’ writings:
We constantly become space—space becomes us. My body/movement taking up and producing
the shape of space: the space of possibility.
The morphing of movement evolves into a space of becoming...
A continually emerging shape of space. Space in the joints/the space of joints. The space of
another: what makes it my space?

In Tibetan Buddhist literature, the space element is not only about physical space, but
also represents an aspect of mind or ‘consciousness’ (Thinley Norbu 1999; Labdrön &
Harding 2003), which permeates all phenomena and is fundamental to embodiment.54
It is the most subtle of the elements, makes the activity of all of the other elements
possible, and is very closely related to the notion of Ground.
In the mandala of the five Buddha families, space is associated with the Buddha
family (‘Buddha’ is the name of one of the five families, which are also known
collectively as the five Buddha families) and is located in the centre of the
arrangement; it is the ‘basic coordinate, basic wisdom’ (Trungpa 2008, p.100), the
foundation of the whole Buddha family universe. Within Dharma Art, the Buddha
family/space element is ‘the uninteresting part, the waiting for something to happen,’
(Trungpa 2008, p.101) although personally I find this part rather interesting. As the
ear allows the possibility of hearing sound but is not the sound itself, as the cinema
provides the possibility of seeing a film, but is not the film itself, staying with the
perception of the space element can bring a sense of restlessness, of wanting some
form to relate to.
Agnes Martin’s paintings evoke this element, ‘a sense at once somehow calming and
stimulating: a profound sense of openness’ (Chave 1992, p.151). Martin sought in her
work to create an expansive, restful place—not a place where the mind goes to sleep
or into a stupor, but a wide-awake restfulness. My experience of seeing Martin's
paintings in person was of a patient opening-up, a gradual coming to presence, like a
shy child warming up to a new guest, with the ‘child’ being a sense of tangible
54
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spaciousness. This is what I continue to strive for in my Miksang photography
practice of photographing space.
At the end of the movement research sessions exploring the space element,
participants’ verbal reports included feeling jittery, unsure of what might arise, having
a different attitude to reality, that reality unfurls and there’s a sort of not knowing the
perspective you’re going to take up.55 There was a common sense of groundlessness,
of shifting perspectives rather than sensing from one fixed place: jumping between
perspectives or ways of looking at the body. To me this is reminiscent of the
uneasiness one can feel when faced with a blank piece of paper, a new project,
standing up in front of a classroom to speak, before beginning, like the ‘positive
bewilderment’ that Trungpa associates with the heaven principle in the Dharma Art
teachings (Trungpa 2008, p.155). Returning one’s perceptual attention to the qualities
of space itself, rather than the feelings that arise, allows us to take the first step, write
the first sentence, with a freshness open to potential, rather than habitually responding
to a need to fill the space.
I propose that a benefit of focusing on the space element is that it allows room for
phenomena to spontaneously arise, thereby connecting us to our own ongoing creative
activity, our poetic dwelling. It connects us to re-membering our embryological
foundations, Bainbridge Cohen's ‘embodiment of space versus the embodiment of
structure’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.163), and to how we also incorporate space into
our very structure. According to A.H. Almaas (1986), we could include the ego
structure as well, which, he claims, shapes and is shaped by the space of
consciousness. The spaciousness at the beginning of life, though obscured during the
progress of a lifetime marked by a steady stream of mental and physical phenomena,
is returned to at death, when the denser elements of biological life progressively
dissolve. As silence exists in sound, space exists in form. ‘Space pervades all points,
so that if we penetrate any point of any manifestation we will ultimately encounter
space, the inner openness’ (Almaas 1986, p.156).

Air	
  and	
  the	
  dynamics	
  of	
  movement	
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The air element is the process of movement, communication and activity. ‘Air
connects everything. It has to do with every kind of communication [....] The principal
quality of air is flexibility; it is free’ (Wangyal 2002, p.45). Like space, air is
unbounded, but through its activity, air carries the possibility of change. This is where
potential begins to get activated. The most immediate experience of air in the body is
through noticing the breath, a practice by which one can explore movement through
one’s internal landscape. Following the opening pathways of breath reveals an
aerated, ventilated, porous body.
The body thus revealed is a net, not a mass. It is empty, not full. It refers us, beyond physical
sensations, to the geography of the body’s landscapes, to a space that connects outside and
inside, a global space whose conjugal luminosities the body only diffracts; the body as a
passage… (Louppe 2010, p.55).

In leading somatic exploration of the qualities of air, I focused on the physiological
pathways of movement through the body, with particular attention to the breath and to
the sensory (peripheral to central) and motor (central to periphery) flows of the
somatic nervous system. I suggested investigating the action of bringing conscious
attention to a specific area of the body, in what Bainbridge Cohen (2008) calls ‘active
focusing,’ the activated intention to sense, and observed how this activity affected our
sensations and our capacity to sense. I feel this active focusing is a movement of what
Tenzin Wangyal calls pervasive prana. According to Wangyal, a master teacher in the
Bonpo tradition, there are five kinds of prana, or vital energy, that each relate to one
of the five elements. The air element is related to the pervasive prana, which is the
basis of communication within and throughout the body. It is the fundamental force of
movement that is basic to the various vital activities of the digestive, respiratory,
neuroendocrine, and circulatory systems, as well as the movement of awareness
through the body. Wangyal introduces this with a simple suggested exercise: ‘touch
any place on the skin and there is sensation. More subtly, focus the mind of any part
of the body and there is sensation. This is all the work of the pervasive prana’
(Wangyal 2002, p.80). In this instance, the Tibetan understanding of subtle workings
of the body (as) consciousness provided a way for me to explore an experience that is
quite common in somatic practices, but is often difficult to describe.
Pervasive prana also connects our internal experience to the outer world, and
underlies how we share our emotional state with other people, as well how we create
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and appreciate things in the world. I led participants in observing this movement of
mind as their attention shifted throughout the body, but also throughout the room,
rather like tuning the dial on a radio. The connection between inner and outer world
brings attention to the endpoints of the body—hands, feet, head (face and sensory
organs) and ‘tail’ (pelvic floor and genitals)—the places where ‘things get done.’ At
these endpoints, human beings have the highest concentration of nerve endings,
enabling accuracy of sensation and fine motor skills, for optimal communication. As
‘the main portals through which energy comes and goes, …the endpoints demarcate
the major pathways of movement sequences in the body’ (Aposhyan 1999, p.60), and
as such bring us into awareness of the air element dynamic, which underlies all
activity and communication with the surrounding (sometimes distant) environment.
Excerpts of participants’ writing after moving:
‘free spirit’
‘something in the wind’
communication (mercury), transportation
My face wanted to change, muscles wanted to bust off the skull into movement outwards into
space. How strange that as muscles they don’t have the agency to move independently. The face
needs to be carried if it wants to get from here to there, unlike a limb that can project itself
outwards. Mouth as a limb leading the face?
Clear sensation of energy streaming through a region of my body, of myself, and seeking an exit
point. What density energy is required (wasted) to wilfully contain that outward streaming of
chi?
The sensation of following my pleasure. I can move in any direction, but it has to come from
where I am. If I start from stillness this is easier to trace. But constant and consistent movement
feels best. Movement is feeling. If my blood stops circulating my foot goes to sleep.
Air: movement, breath of cells, breath, moving the chi, moving the moving. Air doesn’t
discriminate or individuate—that comes later.

The air element universally represents all instances of movement, including
transportation and traffic flow, the internet, thought, and the blowing wind; the
movement of mind, or consciousness, through the body, and the movement that
animates the body—the breath, the blood circulating—without which the body dies.
The movement of mind, the internal circulatory activity, and the movement of the
body through space are interdependent. A shift in one will affect the others.
Within Buddhist psychology the air element is related to beneficial activity, and with
knowing when to act. It is associated with the Karma family and the colour green,
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symbolic of growth and the fulfilment of potential. The ultimate integration with the
air element through Tantric Buddhist practice is, according to Wangyal (2002, p.80),
the ability to transform the body, ‘to be present in more than one place at a time,’ to
transcend fixed time and space through merging fully with the prana of movement
and communication. I feel this aspect underlies kinaesthetic empathy, a general term
for the experience of observing another person moving, and, as a result, feeling some
sense of that movement in one’s own body—a phenomenon that is at the centre of
some recent discussions about watching dance (Foster 2008; Reason and Reynolds
2010).

Fire	
  and	
  the	
  dynamics	
  of	
  transformation	
  of	
  matter	
  and	
  energy	
  
In the Dhātuvibhanga Sutta the Buddha describes the fire element as the force ‘by
which one is warmed, ages, and is consumed, and that by which what is eaten, drunk,
consumed, and tasted gets completely digested’ (Bodhi 2005, p.297). Fire is potential
energy as well as the combustive activity that consumes and turns this potential into
usable kinetic energy. This is the fire that needs to be fuelled for any activity to take
place, and the fuel is magnetised, drawn in, as part of fire’s activity (as a forest fire
sucks oxygen into itself as it moves through the trees). Fire is essentially
transformative and alchemical, able to take a material substance and change its
apparent characteristics—as burning a candle turns some wax and a wick into light
and heat. Fire activity is what lets the apple I eat become dancing, thinking, or
writing. Without fire, the potential energy remains in the apple.
Fire is the internal heat of the body, why our breath exhaled is warmer than the breath
we inhale. It underlies the process of digestion and nourishment, the crux of which is
found in the activity of the mitochondria, subcellular organelles that produce the
energy required for cellular activity through aerobic cellular respiration. As mammals,
when we eat and breathe, oxygen and glucose are carried through the bloodstream to
the cells, and then transported into the cell to the mitochondria. The mitochondria
consume the oxygen and glucose, creating energy to power the cell, and thus the
whole body. At a mundane level, we might tend to focus on nourishment as the taking
in of food and drink, just as we might tend to think of the breath as coming in and out
of the lungs—at the level of exchange with the outside world. But the real lifesustaining action occurs at a much deeper level of cellular metabolism. Bainbridge
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Cohen has even suggested that rather than waiting patiently at the end of the line for
food and oxygen to arrive, the mitochondria actively call the blood to bring the food
and oxygen to the cell, thus acting as a kind of keystone to the digestive and
respiratory processes, relying on the movement qualities of the air element
(Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.170).
In the somatic explorations I introduced this dynamic of the fire activity, embodied in
the mitochondria, as leading the body’s internal circulatory movements. I also
suggested observing moments when the potential in a situation was catalysed into a
new movement event. On one day several of us moved in the heat of the sun coming
in through the windows, finding the resonant heat within us. Another day we moved
with (literally) the fiery intensity of a major electrical storm, with lightning cracking
through the sky all around our little studio. In these cases I noted how the inner
elemental processes resonated with the more tangible outer elements, with this outer
display reflecting our inner experience on a much larger scale.
Excerpts of participants’ writing after moving:
Fire needs fuel and friction. Sparks fly in the mitochondria of every cell. I think of millions of
little sparks rather than one huge effort to move myself and then the moving gets easier. When it
gets going it takes less energy to keep it going. Thoughts like sparks and light bulb moments.
Fire is contagious. My mind free-associates. Dogs make me think of cats, then collars, then
buckles, then shoes. Is this how fire catches?
An underlying process to be tapped into, like a bike—put some energy in and it starts to
generate its own energy. Like long-distance running, where at a certain point one slips into a
rhythm of breath and motion that starts to gather its own force.
I felt a little bit dangerous, like I might do something utterly out of character. Unpredictable and
sparky.
Godlike Achilles. Elemental, energetic Fire—generator of activity. The flash—the thunderbolt
of action. Moving the moving. Zeus sends his thunderbolt.
The mitochondria ‘call forth’ blood/oxygen seduction. The alchemical hinge between
internalisation and externalisation. The fold that produces activity not a fold: it’s change.
The tremendous sense of power in mitochondrial calling forth: not only demanding
input/resources but using them.

Here I see a sense of the creative energy, a questioning of what makes us tick, what
fuels our living fire, and a sense of awe at the sheer power of this element. The
undiscriminating, free-flow movement of the air element begins to find strength,
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passion and power that underlies individuation and maturation. As the group moved
together in the studio, I was more aware of individual personalities, preferences and
the magnetism of individual will.
My writing after one fire session:
FIRE
Destructive and creative, really at the exact same time.
Instantaneous transformation
Is it a flow? It consumes to create.
What fuel does the heart burn?
Imagine flames in every joint of my body.
The oxygen has to freely flow or it will create a vacuum, and nothing can live in a vacuum.
Flames tease and dance about, they don’t follow a straight predictable path,
ravenous, devouring, some trees rely on it for survival and renewal.
Heat rises, cold sinks.
Fire down below,
‘fire in the hole!’
Disco inferno
A fire wall,
fire wire.
You’re fired.

The elements of space and air are always present as potential, as the basic matrix of
existence. The fire element begins to connect embodied subjects to matter, to the
outside world, to the materials needed to support our biological life, and, from there,
to our emotional, creative, passionate life among other human beings. In the mandala
of the five Buddha families, fire is related to the Padma (lotus) family, the colour red,
and passion that connects us to other people and to the physical world. With fire, we
begin to relate to one another as human beings.

Water	
  and	
  the	
  dynamics	
  of	
  fluid	
  cohesiveness	
  and	
  clarity	
  of	
  form	
  
The water element is the beginning of cohesive form, still very fluid—water
immediately takes the shape of whatever vessel it is in—yet without the completely
unbounded freedom of space and air. Water is the ‘basis for gathering and collecting’
(Thinley Norbu 1999, p.67). If you put several drops of water on a flat surface and
coax them near to each other, they effortlessly combine. There isn’t any negotiation as
to which drop absorbs which, there is no loss of identity as the two become one, or as
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one becomes two again. This cohesive property allows us, as largely fluid-based
creatures, to stretch, fold, roll, and shift our state in an instant.
In its self-coherence, I feel that the water element provides clarity of presence, filling
out to all of my surfaces, without holding back. From a BMC perspective, the body
fluids (or fluid bodies) are about transformation. ‘When uninhibited, the basic fluid
medium changes its specific qualities as it transforms from one energy state to
another’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.83). In BMC, the specific fluids (cellular,
interstitial, arterial and venous blood, lymph, synovial and cerebrospinal) are
characterized by various qualities such as free or bound flow, weightiness or lightness,
and variance of rhythm. Sally Gardner, citing the linguist Benveniste, notes that the
word rhythm originally signified a fluid, changeable form, which is an apt description
of how the fluids are accessed through movement in BMC:
Benveniste says that ruthmos (rhythm) originally meant form, but form in the instant that it is
assumed by what is moving, mobile, fluid, the form of that which does not have organic
consistency…. the form as improvised, momentary, changeable (Gardner 2010, p.xix, italics
original indicating quotation).

In exploring the water element via the changing ‘rhythmic’ appearance of specific
fluids, I suggested an ability to transform one’s shape or state with ease, to attend to
many disparate places at once, and simultaneously, to be very clear about where one is
at any given moment. I led an exploration of allowing the fluids to fill out movement
as one transformed one’s shape: Try to move someplace without bringing the water
into it—leaving the water behind—how does that feel? And then initiating movement
through the circulatory flow of the fluids as they move through structure: So you’ve
got the cohesiveness of the water… that effortlessly keeps you together as you, but
then also you have this really wide range of expression, the transformability of the
water, and kind of a precision and clarity as well... I feel like trusting that
cohesiveness gives you a base of support to be able to then express in a wide range.
You might find yourself in states or in movements that might surprise you, but still feel
like home. It depends on your state today, at this time.
Excerpts of participants’ writing after moving:
Water fills into space, flows with gravity, effortlessly holds together – doesn’t cling – it easily
lets go. A drop, bead of rain smashes on the ground and obliterates its form, then connects to
other forms.
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Motivation is like a jellyfish….Not too tight, not too loose.... Sponge, meet sea. Fill on up.
Water resonates all the other elements but so clearly holds its own. Clear and easy, both light
and strong, assuming a shape and changing shape. Fishing and fish.
I find a deep stillness in this place and deep softness. All of me together. All of me breathing.
A little roll to the side creates a ripple effect. Ripples in succession. I name not the parts that
make up the whole but the whole itself. Rippling from here to there.
Like a tower made of floors of water and someone pushed the top floor just enough to cause all
the other floors to shift and slide, and the force and weight of each floor affects the other floor
like a perpetual motion machine that never gets too violent or out of control but shifting sliding
enough to keep every floor constantly in motion re-acting and initiating.

Entering the more formal, tangible dynamics represented by the water and earth
elements begins to touch on the inception of embodiment, of corporeality. I led an
exploration of re-membering (through embodiment practice) the very earliest stages
of embryological development: the cleavages of division of the first cell into two, two
into four, and four into eight. This exploration began with with the water principle
within the cells (the cytoplasm) initiating these cleavages, creating cohesive shape
though the cells’ own fluid integrity, self-containing and self-shaping of the gel-like
cellular fluid.56 From the self-cohesion of the fluids in cell division, I found a new
perspective on the differentiation of our various body parts—the organs in
particular—as coming from an intrinsic cohesiveness within these structures
themselves. For instance, in the self-containment of the gall bladder as it nestles up
under the liver—the clear separation and identity of the two structures is what allows
them to be in relationship. The water element underlies this clarity of identity as well
as the adaptability of each organ itself.
In discussion, several participants described a feeling of internal clarity coupled with
the ongoingness of movement, and likened it to the experience of dancing a known,
set phrase of choreographed movement. Questions were raised by one participant as
to the water element properties of thought, and if there is a similar dynamic
underlying coherence in thinking. Interesting to note is that two of us (myself and one
other participant) independently had the image of the palm of the hand being a mirror;
in Tibetan Buddhism the water element, and the Vajra (indestructible diamond)
family, is associated with ‘mirror-like wisdom,’ wisdom that clearly sees all, as
though reflected in a mirror.
56

We then explored the same action of cell division from the earth element, focusing on the containing and
structuring activity of the cellular membrane. The cell division exploration was such a potent site of research that I
continued to explore this in a subsequent phase of group studio practice, which I relate in the next chapter.
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Earth	
  and	
  the	
  dynamics	
  of	
  strength,	
  stability,	
  and	
  yielding	
  to	
  ground	
  
The earth element is the densest expression in form, the most materially present, and
is related to qualities of stability, hardness and heaviness. We find this embodied in
the structure of the building rather than the functional space within, and in the bones
and muscle that give the body its density and frame, rather than the more fluid
contents. Yet even these materials—brick, bone, stone—which seem stable and
permanent, if examined closely, are in a state of constant change and movement. In
bone, for example, an active storehouse of minerals, there are cells (osteoblasts)
whose specific function is to lay down bone tissue, and other cells (osteoclasts) whose
specific function is to dissolve this tissue, to release its constituent minerals into the
bloodstream. What appears solid is in a constant state of flux, and yet there is a
tangible dynamic of stability, and of slower, more glacial change, that is symbolised
by the element of earth.
To introduce the earth element, I instigated a silent thirty-minute walk through the
surrounding neighbourhood to observe material structures and the textures of both
organic and inorganic forms. After the walk we shifted into the studio for thirty
minutes of silent movement, with the instruction to notice resonance between what
was observed outside and the container-like, stabilizing structures within our own
bodies. As a group, we then discussed what we noticed, and what our attention was
drawn to, on the walk:
Dynamic force through the structures of buildings, being quite still and noticing lines of force
through my body—thinking about that within a building, how things hold up, the geometrics.
I was quite taken with the idea that smell is of the earth; it’s not something I would normally
think…. The other thing that really struck me was the walking and going ‘this is earth, that’s
earth, here’s the paperbark tree and I’m smelling it, this is earth as well,’ and then thinking that
the singularity of things, the variability, the sense in which the one element will manifest in a
whole range of ways, so that tension between the kind of total universality of an element, and
the very specifics of its manifestations….
I was thinking about the time of earth, there’s such a sense of that, …a slowness, because it’s so
enduring, that it becomes obvious in my experience. And then trying to judge half an hour....
I noticed I was drawn to buildings, houses, noticing building materials, surfaces, graffiti,
colours, and that when I passed people I wasn’t so drawn to noticing the people particularly, it
was much more about the material environment, the plants that were growing up in the cracks in
the sidewalk, and things like a pile of bricks that had fallen over, things that were in unusual
places and this little veggie patch in someone’s small courtyard, abundance in the middle of
what could be fairly desolate.
I had to go pretty slowly to feel like I was supported by the earth but not fighting gravity.
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And in movement:
It felt like I was not trying to express anything, just being.
The earth comes up through me, it’s that length that you get, some bits are hanging down, bones
of the arms are hanging down, so there are different flows or forces, building forces…

I then led a somatic exploration of yielding, which, in the BMC developmental
movement paradigm, is the primary action underlying and supporting all other
movement. The yield is an active meeting, a ‘quality of resting in contact’ (Aposhyan
1999, p.64). I suggest that when one yields to the earth one can also feel the earth
yield in return, providing support for strength and presence. Yielding is a process that
allows one to relate to the environment, assess the situation, and decide what action to
take, whether one wants to push away, reach for something, pull it closer, stay or go.
From a Buddhist perspective, the yield relates to a ‘non-doing,’ a purposeful letting go
of action for a moment of relaxed but attentive perception. ‘The joy of non-doing is
that nothing else needs to happen for this moment to be complete’ (Kabat-Zinn 1994,
p.38, italics original); yielding to the present situation with equanimity underlies one’s
ability to act in ways that are beneficial and efficient.
One participant wrote after an earth element movement session:
There is stillness and moving. Not moody but the e-motion of stone—a sound not unlike
silence—sometimes loud, mind numbingly so, sometimes empty but never still…
Muscular meltdown. A substance poised, not leaky but held—secured in place by land.
Heavy bottom, alive, rocks this body of water, side to side into the horizon. For it is a horizontal
position that keys one into knowing… location. A quiet sensing poured from limb to busy limb,
tail to skull, rooted without the slightest idea of cement. I miss nothing and yet what I observe
remains ephemeral… a taste so subtle I am hardly aware of the stamp of feet, raindrops, silence,
breath, slowing into what moves inside is only partly directed. Easily lifted, easily left or
dropped or discarded…
in listening there is returning
middle earth—the layers of soil, rock, elements, permeated flesh—bones are only part of the
story. The rest does not exist without lines of interconnection
to others, nature, cycles, time… no, time is on another continuum… to purity of air—an
exchange with trees
a slowing but not a shrinking
weight without losing a sense of the current
the impossibility of stillness excites this initiation
timeless, ageless, weightless…
an element of decay
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And another participant’s writing I feel describes the multivalent experience of body
as simultaneously solid and ephemeral, structure and flows:
Everyone seemed to be turning into crystals. Particles and molecules are things to attach to.
Weight and gravity draw things close, accumulating layers. Solidity and stability are dynamic
forces.... I can’t push against nothing.

The primary experience shared in discussion was one of slowness, even timelessness,
without the need to do anything or go anywhere. I was reminded of Julie Henderson
suggesting that ‘the body is just very slow mind’ (Henderson 1997, p.216), and I was
struck by my own experience of ease and equanimity that arose from resting in the
presence of my physical structure:
Feeling equanimity in my bones is a big relief, deep tension evaporates. Eye sockets, shoulder
sockets, hip sockets, yielding into slow steady give and take.
Is this evolution?

From a somatic perspective, settling into being the body, as slow mind, can offer a
basis for embodied meditation and presence. The earth element, related to the Ratna
(jewel) family, is related to equanimity and abundance.

Sequencing	
  through	
  the	
  elements	
  in	
  a	
  creative	
  process	
  
I devoted our final practice session to sequencing through the elements, beginning
with the ‘creative’ direction (space, air, fire, water, earth) following the sequence
suggested by Tibetan embryological accounts. This sequencing describes the
manifestation of any phenomenon within the basic ground of emptiness, beginning
with space.
During a solo movement research session in which I was preparing for sharing the
sequencing material, I came to perceive how the dynamics of the elemental forces
could function in a narrative of creative practice in the following way: the element of
space provides the opportunity for creative activity. This is, as Trungpa suggests, often
a place where anxiety might arise, as when faced with a blank page with nothing to
hold on to and shape yet. Within this space there is then the initial movement of the
air element, a subtle stirring (we might liken this to the stirring of imagination, the
beginnings of an idea) which introduces the potential for expression or activity of
some kind. This movement then begins to create some heat, as movement always
does, awakening the fire element dynamics. As the fire element begins to burn it

	
  

89	
  

attracts fuel, magnetizing material substance towards itself. In this phase, a potential
creative project begins to attract collaborators, funding, materials, and excitement.
Things begin to heat up. Through this force of attraction, the cohesion of the water
element appears, and various energies begin to come together to create a kind of fluid
integrity. The project begins to take shape in a way that the artist can begin to relate
directly with it, but is still in process, transforming. And then, as the artwork becomes
more solid and more present in the material world, the earth element becomes
apparent, and we have tangible form and identifiable structure.
I feel that this narrative, which emerged during my somatic practice, provides an
embryological (and cosmological) model that will continue to serve me in creating art
and performance works, and indeed is a model I have productively shared with artists
and organizational leaders since. Through sensing the somatic qualities of each of
these elemental phases, I was able to gain experiential understanding of this process.
This occurs within the larger view of the dynamics of emptiness and embodiment
presented by Tibetan Buddhism, considering not only form itself but the ongoing path
of relationship between Ground (represented by space) and Fruition (represented by
earth).
After the movement session sequencing in this creative direction, one participant
articulated her experience as follows:
Starting with space, I felt like I had no body at all, just this intention to move. It’s a nice way for
me to think about movement, compared to how I normally think about it, or how I’ve been
trained to think about it, in a very anatomical way. When we were doing the arm, lifting the arm,
in air, I had this image all the way through of being body-less, and in [the] air [element] there
was like a sheet layered over it so there was this form…there was sort of this intention to move
coming from this very immaterial part of me, layered over me, like dancing a sheet. And then
fire, fire was just getting faster and warmer basically. And then water was a real sudden shift of
that cooling and cohesiveness, then I just felt like a single drop of water. It felt like the
movements weren’t... when one movement affects another part of the body, it wasn’t a knock-on
effect it was more like a transition through. And then there was something about getting to earth,
it was still this phantom image that projects this solid hologram... it was just a really useful
thing, not just moving my body but moving movement, or, being movement. Dissolving a little
bit.

Her comments, on the perception of a ‘phantom image’ projecting a ‘solid hologram,’
point to the complementary aspect of this sequencing. While we were exploring the
elements in a sequence of creative dynamics, I feel this participant’s experience
indicates a penetrating wisdom (prajna) that is represented by sequencing in the
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opposite direction (earth, water, fire, air, space)—recognizing (in her case sensing
kinaesthetically) and appreciating the spaciousness within what appears to be more
solid form. Herbert Guenther describes these directions of sequencing as
complementary, as symbolized by masculine and feminine energies. Of the creative
direction, Guenther writes,
This sequence of the fundamental forces in shaping the universe, including the human being,
is presented in the Pancakrama (l, 19-22), a work belonging to the group of texts classified as
father tantras, which deal primarily with the developing phase and emphasize appropriate
activity in the sense of planning and designing (Guenther 1987, p.36).

The complementary direction of sequencing—that of ‘appreciative discernment’—is
found in the Hevajratantra, belonging to the mother-tantras.
This latter movement, which may be seen as restoring the lost unity and harmony by
dissolving all contrasts and dissonances and by appreciating the flow of energy throughout the
system, is an enfoldment and linking backward to the origin, while appropriate activity is a
movement of unfoldment and the establishment of more or less rigid structures that break the
original unity (Guenther 1987, p.36).

These are the two complementary activities, of beneficial activity and appreciative
discernment, that constitute making and making of, the creative engagement and
perceptual engagement that go hand in hand.
Returning to the somatic research session—following the discussion quoted above, I
then led a sequence through the elements in this ‘appreciative’ direction, beginning
with earth and finishing with space. This sequence presents the opportunity to observe
the progressively more subtle activity of fire, air and space within the more substantial
manifestation of earth and water. Beginning with observing and embodying earthy,
material substance, I suggested noticing the cohesive properties that give it structure,
the creative force of fire that fuels existence, the movement of air that makes any
activity possible, and ultimately the space that pervades even the densest object.
While the first direction represents the generative process of making some-thing out
of no-thing, the latter represents a process of recognizing the no-thing inherent in the
some-thing, dissolving the appearance of rigid form into the recognition of fluidity,
movement and spaciousness.
This latter appreciative direction is also the sequence of the body’s dissolution at the
time of death according to the Tibetan Book of The Dead (Clifford 1984; Fremantle &
Trungpa 2000; Sogyal 1992), as one element dissolves into another, beginning with
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the more substantial earth element, and ending with liberation into space. The
Buddhist perspective on death is that it is not simply an ending, but rather an opening
out into basic space, which ‘contains birth and death’ (Fremantle & Trungpa 2000,
p.1), one stage in the ongoing cycle of rebirth known as samsara. If we consider
embryology as another stage in this cycle, it adds an interesting perspective to the
BMC embryological embodiment practice. For instance, we might consider the
question of what it means to embody space when space is considered as the
background consciousness and essence of all that is, rather than just a physical factor.

Conclusion	
  
Moving through the elements in these specific sequences, after having explored them
in depth individually, highlighted the ways in which the dynamics of the elements
underlie movement qualities and states, relationship to gravity, one’s place in the
environmental space and the spaces inside, how we inhabit our bodies and even how
or what we sense our bodies to be. The participants’ ability to listen intelligently to
kinaesthetic sensation, and their willingness to articulate their somatic experience,
were critical to the success of this research methodology. As evidenced by their
writings, this research practice provided a rich ground of exploration, a wide range of
movement experience, and raised many questions for further inquiry.
It is interesting to note that the focus for this phase of inquiry arose as a result of
reading Tibetan embryological accounts, but that experientially, the locus of the
practice was predominantly in the terrain of the adult dancing body, as informed by
Western anatomy and physiology, rather than in specific embryological patterns.
However, this active research into sequencing through the elements provided insight,
both experientially and philosophically, into the nature of embryology as the
foundation for corporeal life. In other words, the essence of embodied life, when
apprehended somatically through this five systems approach, is that it is always
embryological—a complex dance of appearance and dissolution of a range of
densities and qualities of intelligence. Accessing this continuum of densities through
which the body continually forms and re-forms proved to be a valuable kinaesthetic
experience, prompting new ways to consider and experience corporeal presence, as
the dynamics of forces represented by the elements. This experience in turn suggested
to me ways to language somatic experience, to describe and express qualities of
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presence, motility, fluidity, momentum, magnetization, and so forth. Through focused
somatic exploration and reflection, this central aspect of Tibetan Buddhist philosophy
can be animated and made relevant for dance improvisation, movement integration,
creative arts practice. This practice dialogue also supports the extension of somatic
philosophy between Eastern and Western systems of anatomy and physiology,
something at the heart of BMC (and suggested by other fields such as Shusterman’s
somaesthetics) that I feel is in need of further development.
The methods I have described here, that emerged and developed through this first
phase of group studio research, continued to effectively and productively support my
investigations into the next phase, exploring cell division as the primary
embryological gesture, which I discuss in the next chapter.
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Chapter	
  4.	
  Enactive	
  gestures:	
  embodying	
  differentiation	
  and	
  
wholeness	
  through	
  cell	
  division57
Entanglements are not unities. They do not erase differences; on the contrary, entanglings entail
differentiatings, differentiatings entail entanglings. One move—cutting together-apart (Barad
2014, p.176).

Introduction	
  
My exploration of the dynamics of the elements, as related in the previous chapter,
while leading to a rich exploration of the body-mind as the play of these fundamental
forces, only began to touch on the dynamics of embryology itself. In my desire to
extend the inquiry into the ‘mechanics’ of embryogenesis as drawn from Western
science and BMC, I decided to bring this elemental perspective to the foundational
movement of cell division. According to Western embryology and cell biology, cell
division is the basic mechanism underlying the body’s development and ongoing
physiology. Cell division is the ‘opening move’ of embryogenesis, the first
transformative movement to occur after conception.
Through the course of my research into specific embryological phases, I have come to
describe these formative movements as ‘enactive gestures’ to specify the
transformative and holistic movements that seem to enact a particular intelligence or
organizational patterning. This is an adaptation of embryologist Jaap van der Wal’s
(2012) term ‘formative gestures,’ and reflects my attempt to name my sense of the
significance of these movements, beyond ‘simply’ creating form. It also stems from
Fransicso Verela’s ‘enactive view,’ in which the organism and its world are co-created
in relationship (Gumbrecht, Maturana & Poerkson 2006). In my reading of the
embryo’s transformative movements as enactive gestures, I was drawn to approaching
the first enactive gesture, that of cell division, through somatic inquiry. Thus began
my next phase of research, which consisted of three two-hour somatic movement
sessions with six dancer/researchers, several solo research sessions, and the writing
57
The research presented here culminated in a conference paper given at the Science and Nonduality Conference
(USA) in October 2012 (Sargent-Wishart 2012b). In giving that paper I sought to invite embodied, experiential
access to the material for those who were sitting and listening to me speak. I have preserved some of that approach
here in this chapter by referencing the paper.
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and sharing of a conference paper.
The somatic research sessions followed a similar format to that of the previous
research sessions, and excerpts from participants’ writings are included in this chapter.
Before discussing the sessions and participant responses, I will first provide some
background on the practice of embodying the embryo’s enactive gestures, as well as
an introduction to the complexity of this gestural event we call cell division.

Background	
  
And there where I am capable, we are always already many (just as when, if there is a language,
that is, a power of speech, there cannot then be one and only one being who speaks it)
(Agamben 2000, p.10).

The narrative of embryology as told by Western science is a story of a particular kind
of motility and morphological transformation, appearing (lighting up) in a sequence of
enactive gestural events. I call these transformative events ‘gestural,’ although it is not
that the embryo is making or performing a gesture as an adult would. Rather, the
embryo is the gesture, becomes the gesture, as the gesture reveals and enacts the
embryo’s developmental becoming. The noun and the verb cannot be separated. These
gestures are enactive and fully embodied—each gesture completely transforms not
only the embryo’s shape, but its complexity, its functional possibilities, the spatial
relationships between its parts and between itself and its supporting structures, its
location in space, and even the shape of the surrounding space itself. Each
transformative gesture of development introduces a new form-of-life,58 a novel
organisational system with different relationships between parts, and even different
parts. Deleuze recognized the embryo’s state of turbulence and transformation:
Embryology already displays the truth that there are systematic vital movements, torsions and
drifts, that only the embryo can sustain: an adult would be torn apart by them’ (Deleuze 2001,
p.118).

Each embryological stage opens up new possibilities of activity, expression, selfreflection, and relationship. At the same time, the embryo is always in flux and so is
already moving on to the next stage. Western science gives us snapshots of various
stages of development, but the most notable characteristic of the embryo cannot be
58
This term is from Giorgio Agamben, to describe ‘a life that can never be separated from its form, a life in which
it is never possible to isolate something such as naked life. A life that cannot be separated from its form is a life for
which what is at stake in its way of living is living itself’ (Agamben 2000, pp.1-2). I feel this phrase helps to enter
the world of the embryo, whose form continually changes in response to what can only be called life.

	
  

95	
  

captured in a snapshot, because it is movement. To understand the embryo then, we
need to attend to its enactive gestures that tell the story of our becoming embodied,
our earliest development—the original entwining of the processes of body and mind
that begins at conception and continues to unfold throughout a lifetime, in movement.
Embryology begins with conception. Tibetan Buddhist narratives of conception, as
discussed in the previous two chapters, typically involve the interaction of the
reproductive substances of both parents, the karmic winds of the reincarnating
consciousness, and the dynamics of the five universal elements of space, air, fire,
water and earth. It is interesting to note that Indo-Buddhist traditions name a person’s
conception as his or her birth. In the Pāli Canon conception is described as ‘the
emergence of the first thought, the first consciousness in the mother's womb’
(Boisvert 2000, pp.301-302). The emergence of the first thought that marks
conception is, of course, not cognitive functioning requiring a brain. Within this
context, we must consider thought not as verbal activity but as a specific and subtle
kind of movement within space—the movement of mind, or consciousness—
movement that is inherently intelligent. This first thought-as-movement, as an
expression of the air element (as noted in the previous chapter), sets into motion
subsequent intelligent movement ‘thoughts,’ which are the embryo’s formative
gestures of appearance. The stirring of the winds of consciousness, bound to the laws
of karma, set life into motion in materiality.59 As Kimerer LaMothe proposes, ‘Birth is
not the beginning. It is a model and metaphor for beginnings, but it never is or was the
beginning. What is born must be conceived’ (LaMothe 2015, p.85). To conceive
means to become pregnant, but also to formulate or devise in one’s mind, to
imagine.60 Conception is thought, and thought is movement, beginning to shift into
form.

59

Karma refers to the cause-and-effect relationship between actions and results. Traleg Kyabgon explains that
‘whatever we do creates certain mental impressions, which in turn produce karmic residues that later come to
fruition when the appropriate causes and conditions are present’ (Kyabgon 2001, p.30). One’s rebirth (whether as a
human being or into another of several different realms of existence) is taken to be a result of one’s actions in prior
lifetimes. Rather than a soul that exists through multiple incarnations, ‘Buddhism believes in a stream of
consciousness that gets transferred from one birth to the next,’ which is ‘an instance of mental occurrence’ that
arises ‘due to its own internal momentum’ (Kyabgon 2001, p.31). It is beyond the scope of my project to discuss
karma in further detail, other than to note the role of the momentum of the incarnating being’s consciousness in the
process of conception. For more on karma see Kyabgon 2001, pp.30-35; Thinley Norbu 1992, pp.84-105; and
Trungpa 1973.
60
My definition is based on the Oxford English Dictionary, retrieved 1 April 2015 from
<http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/conceive>.
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Western stories of embryology and cell biology have developed progressively since
scientists in the mid-nineteenth century discovered cells, and subsequently discovered
‘that the egg was itself a cell that gave rise to all the cells in the body’ (Wolpert 2009,
p.85). The story has become more detailed and dissected as new technologies allow us
greater visual access to the dynamics of life at smaller and smaller scales. In the
narrative of conception told by Western science, the cast of players as we currently
understand it involves the mother’s ovum and the father’s sperm, with the dynamics
of their fusion and interaction attributed to the actions of proteins, in turn responding
to complex gene signalling. These two entities meet and join in a complex dance of
fusion that, despite the detailed parsing of genetic activity that embryologists have
achieved, is still quite mysterious. (Conception is one of the few events in life, at least
in the Western world, still commonly referred to as a miracle.)
The nuclei of the sperm and ovum each carry half of the genetic material of a mature
cell (of the respective parent’s body), such that when these two entities fuse, the
nuclei are able to combine, creating a novel and unique genetic combination, the
mother cell of the approximately 100 trillion cells that will create and carry the life of
that newly proposed human being. This first cell, created in the fusion of the ovum
and the sperm, is called a zygote, from the Greek word meaning ‘joined’ or ‘yoked,’
the same meaning as the Sanskrit word yoga. Our beginning then, our invitation to
corporeality, is the yogic fusion of two into one. In the language of BMC the mind, or
tone, of this first cell, the zygote, establishes a baseline tone that is shared throughout
all of a person’s cells, and a basic pulsation pattern of expansion and contraction,
begins (Hartley 2014). What particularly interests me is what happens next:
What do you imagine the tone might be like inside the zygote? A newly formed unique cell, an
incoming consciousness with all its karmic history, a one-celled organism pulsating with the
potential for a human life, the potential for your human life. What happens? What is the first
gesture the zygote makes?
The first thing it does is to divide itself in half. This is the first significant gesture of our
embodiment: one becoming two (Sargent-Wishart 2012b, n.p.).

For me, the significance of this first gesture (of becoming two) underlies the
complexity of a human organism’s simultaneous wholeness and multiplicity, as well
as the experience of being-in-relation (to self and other, between internal and external
space, and so forth). By somatically approaching this event from the perspective of
the cell itself as us, as our ontological essence, the beginning of our human-beingness,
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by somatically embodying the zygote and its enactive gestures, it becomes quite
significant that the first thing we do upon arriving is render ourselves in half. This
halving/doubling gesture is then repeated many more times during the first twentyfour hours after conception—the two becomes four, four becomes eight, and so on,
the cells becoming more and more tightly compacted into a small cluster, contained
by the zona pellucida, as the zygote travels along the uterine tube towards the
uterus.61 Before this cluster hatches out of the zona pellucida to implant into the
uterine wall, ‘we’ will have become distributed amongst/into approximately on
hundred cells, all in close contact and communication with each other. As an adult,
differentiated into approximately one hundred trillion cells, this basic act of cell
division continues uninterrupted, as part of the life-cycle of most types of cells in the
body. I feel that this enactive gesture of cell division is fundamental to our embodied
(and embedded) lives, and to ourselves as essentially creative and relational beings.62

Embodying	
  cell	
  division:	
  mitosis	
  and	
  cytokinesis	
  
The narrative of cell division, as told by Western cell biology,63 begins in the cell’s
nucleus with a stage called mitosis (the division of the nucleus and replication of
DNA), and then follows through in a stage called cytokinesis (the resulting structural
reorganisation from one cell to two). In my conference paper, I presented the material
of this biological narrative through my own embodiment and curiosity, speaking from
the explorer’s perspective as follows:
In the zygote, as in all eukaryotic cells, the DNA—which carries the uniqueness, the genetic
spark of the organism—that DNA is enclosed within the inner sanctum of the nucleus, so it’s
protected within the nuclear membrane. Maybe we can relate to that feeling of having our
inner essence protected some place deep within ourselves. To prepare for becoming two, the
nuclear membrane, the walls of the inner sanctum as it were, dissolves. The strands of DNA
disentangle (they unwind out of the double helix), fully replicate themselves (they make a
complete second set) and disperse out into the cellular fluid as chromosomes. Each
chromosome stays linked to its new duplicate in the flattened ‘X’ shape you may have seen in
images. So the spark, the heart essence of the cell, the identifying fire of the individual being,
unravels and disperses. Already I feel this, in myself, as an act of trust, generosity, and a sign
that our identity is not wrapped up in being one thing, but permeates the field of our existence
61
This first phase of embryology is often referred to as the ‘cleavage’ stage. In this stage of rapid differentiation,
there is no phase of cell growth between divisions, and the differentiating cluster of cells inside the zona pellucida
does not increase in size from the original zygote; rather, it is developing in complexity and density while staying
compact. This achieves the necessary ratio of cellular fluid to subcellular structures that is needed for the cells to
function. Beyond this rapid cleavage stage, the cycle of cell division normally includes a period of cell growth,
producing daughter cells of approximately the same size as the parent cell (Wolpert 2002).
62
Wolpert lists the fundamental principles of biological development as: ‘cell division, the emergence of pattern,
change in form, cell differentiation, and growth’ (Wolpert 2002, p.10). The developmental approach to biology
promoted by Wolpert is complementary to the narrative reading of embryology I am engaging in, especially as he
discusses the emerging patterns of human development in relation to that of other animals.
63
I have not come across the concept of cell division in Eastern embryological accounts.
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(Sargent-Wishart 2012b, n.p.).

In the next part of mitosis, following the dispersion and replication of the DNA, the
centrioles—organelles within the cell that are inherited from the sperm—move into
position at opposite sides of the cell, establishing a polar orientation. This is a clear
expression of spatial organization, and it is interesting to note that this action is
guided by structures that are received via the sperm, an entity which of course
requires a very clear sense of direction through space in order to be successful in its
mission. The centrioles then send out tentacle-like spindle fibres that attach to a small
structure (the kinetochore) at the centre of the X junction of each chromosome pair,
and line up these pairs along the equator of the cell. Until about 25 years ago it was
thought that the spindle fibres then pulled the chromosomal pairs apart, but now it is
believed that the kinetochores essentially winch themselves along the spindle fibres
out towards the centrioles. Either way, there is a definitive parting—a movement
directly from the equator to the poles. The force of attraction that fused the two cells
into one is now seen in reverse, in an equally forceful separation out into two. We
now have two full sets of chromosomes, each regrouping and reorganising into a
double helix formation, and each coming to reside within its own reassembling
nuclear membrane. When I visualize this activity I see complex dance patterns
unfolding, like the bird’s-eye view choreography crafted by Busby Berkeley for films
such as 42nd Street (1933) or Footlight Parade (1933). In these scenes a collective of
dancing bodies form intersecting circles, lines and spirals, patterns of motion that
dissolve and re-form in new configurations. The similarly choreographic nature of cell
division can be seen depicted in a very playful way in several online videos made by
groups of medical students dancing mitosis and cytokinesis.64 For these medical
students, dancing the movement of cell division from the inside out is an aid to
memorizing the sequence of events, but it is also a way of embodying the process by
becoming it. Watching these videos (the showgirls as well as the medical students) I
see a collective enacting a whole. The constituent parts come in and out of focus with
the whole, in a way that keeps the whole from appearing as one solid thing. As stem
cell researcher and Zen practitioner Neil Theise argues, our perception of the
64
See for example Baylor University students’ ‘Mitosis Dance’ at
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZEwddr9ho-4>; and the flash-mob-esque ‘Mitosis Dance - Greek 2013’ at
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TQlDOjiTtiY> (both sites retrieved 21 April 2015). These videos not only
indicate the movement dynamics of this fundamental life process but also demonstrate how dancing the sequence
helps students learn. BMC certification programs employ similar methods in teaching some of the body’s more
complex choreographies.

	
  

99	
  

complexity of cellular life depends on the scale at which one is observing from:
… each level of emergence arises from interacting systems lower down and participates with
other systems to create new systems higher up, one leading to another. Moving upward, bodies
organize into communities, cultures, ecosystems. Downward, at the molecular level, cells
themselves can be described as having no inherent existence either, but instead are the emergent
phenomena of biomolecules. The Buddhist concept of emptiness—that all things are
insubstantial, devoid of inherent existence—can be compared to this dependence on scale: what
we take as the essence of an individual thing, be it an ant, person, or planet, is nothing more than
the emergent self-organization of smaller things (Theise 2006, p.26).

Returning to the movement of mitosis, I feel that this action can be experienced as an
activity of the fire element dynamic, as is evidenced by my choice of descriptors such
as ‘the spark’ and ‘the heart essence of the cell.’ The genetic material disperses
outward and then magnetises back in to a new formation as a chromosome, each
chromosome attaches to its pair; the pairs then part to polar opposites, and the DNA
strands disperse and regroup into the new nucleus. The one identity dissolves and
reorganizes into two, creating a potential field of communication between the two
daughter cells, a ‘heart to heart’ connection between two, which are also one. In
Buddhist psychology, the fire element underlies the psychological aspects of passion,
human-to-human connection, empathy, and love, as well as the forces of magnetism
and combustion that keep the cell, and thus the whole organism, alive. Mitosis is the
first part of the one becoming two—and already a major shift in identity, especially
given the importance we place on the cell nucleus and the DNA in identifying and
marking the individual.
As part of my somatic movement research, having imaginatively entered the
embodied narrative of the zygote and initiated becoming two through the process
(enactive gesture) of mitosis, I asked (of my own experience and of the participants)
reflective questions such as:
What then is the relationship between the two new nuclei, these two genetic ‘hearts’? How
does sensing my identifying spark in two places feel different to sensing it contained in one
place only? How do the two relate? How do they know each other? How does this
relationship, as two nuclei, change the relationship to the surrounding space? What
possibilities does this being-two provide that didn’t exist while being one? (Sargent-Wishart
2012b, n.p.)

I will return to these questions shortly, and describe the philosophical pathways they
led me down, but first we will complete the division of the cell through the next part
of the process, called cytokinesis. Cytokinesis is the transformation of the fluid and
structural form of the cell to fully, materially manifest the form of two. If conception
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and mitosis can be experienced as activity primarily of the air and fire elements,
cytokinesis can be seen as the formal follow-through (the fruition) in the water and
earth elements, which are denser and more structurally substantial. In somatic
research, we can approach this activity from the perspective of the cytoplasm (the
fluid within the cell) or that of the cell membrane. I will begin here with the
membrane, as that follows the more traditional orientation of cell biology.
The membrane of a cell is the point of communication, or the ‘interface’ (Hartley
2011, p.378) between the interior life of the cell and the exterior environment. This
plasma membrane is active, intelligent, highly flexible, and selectively semipermeable, meaning that it controls what substances enter and exit the cell. The
membrane is phospholipid, meaning it is composed of a double layer of molecules
that self-organize through a polar attraction/repulsion to water. Water is the cell’s
environment. The phospholipid molecules each have a water-loving (hydrophilic)
‘head’ end, which is drawn to face the inner and outer fluid environments, and a lipid,
water-repelled (hydrophobic) ‘tail’ end. As the tails orient in toward each other, they
create the internal structure of the wall, with the hydrophilic heads creating the
internal and external surfaces. In a sense, then, one layer of heads ‘faces’ the interior
world while the other layer ‘faces’ the exterior world.
In Body-Mind Centering practice it is common to imagine oneself as a one-celled
organism, to engage with a sense of presence and breath through all of the body’s
surfaces (as one’s intelligent membrane), and a baseline experience of internal and
external space. The activity of cellular respiration—the exchange of nutrients and
gasses that occurs through the cell membrane—is one of the primary ‘Basic
Neurocellular Patterns’ of BMC’s developmental movement series. This movement
pattern entails both the imaginative experience of being one cell, and the somatic
experience of all of our 100 trillion (or so) cells breathing. Cells are named within
BMC as a distributed, decentralized, ‘bottom-up’ intelligence, consciousness, or
mind; within the BMC approach, this consciousness is the basis of somatic
intelligence. It is what allows the somatization process to happen beyond the holding
of mental imagery. ‘The process of cellular awareness and expression is accomplished
through cellular imagination…To hold an image of the cell in the brain is different
than imagining directly via the cells’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.159).
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Cellular consciousness relates to a state of aware presence and underlies relationship,
connection and the intelligent communication that can occur, via the membrane,
between cells and other cells, or between cells and the surrounding fluid environment.
This is the potency of being one cell that we enter into when we imagine being the
zygote, sensing the flexible, intelligent container created by the membrane. When
giving my conference paper I invited the audience into this somatic experience of the
membrane, and into the experience of yield, a relational organization that, according
to BMC, is foundational to all movement:
You can feel the cell membrane now as your skin, remembering though that the zygote exists
in a fluid environment. Through your membrane, or your skin, you can actively meet your
environment—tune in to what you sense through all your points of contact and how you bring
your presence to that contact with your environment. In BMC we work with this a lot, actively
meeting whatever we are in contact with. This is a fundamental movement pattern we call
yield. So just now, sitting in your chair, can you sense the force of gravity within the contact,
and yield your weight into it. Yielding is not about letting go or collapsing, it's more like a
priming of the surface, an active meeting, a kind of presence (Sargent-Wishart 2012b, n.p.).

When you are (imaginatively, but historically too) this one cell, the zygote, you can
relate to and communicate with your environment. You are one entity, in relation to
the field that you exist within, what Uexküll (2010) termed the umwelt, any sentient
being’s sensorially (perceptually) and meaningfully available world. It requires an
imaginative leap to consider the embryo, let alone the single-celled zygote, as making
meaning or finding meaning in its world, yet the embodied embryology practices in
BMC allow that imaginative leap to take place by situating the inquiry in the hereand-now of the adult body-mind. BMC further inquires into how those formative
gestures still exist and reverberate within our living dynamics as beings in the world
(in our current umwelt)? The process is imaginative, but also, as Uexküll promoted,
and as Theise (2006) demonstrates, the perception of what constitutes ‘meaning’ and
‘a world’ is, in part, a matter of scale.65
Let us return to the narrative of cell division, where we left off just after the two sister
clusters of chromosomes have re-formed at polar ends of the cell. What happens next
is that the membrane actively contracts around the equator of the cell, the line where
the chromosomes were previously lined up before parting to the polar ends. Just
65
Writing on the umwelt, Agamben (2004, p.39) claims that ‘Uexküll’s investigations into the animal environment
are contemporary with both quantum physics and the artistic avant-garde. And like them, they express the
unreserved abandonment of every anthropocentric perspective in the life sciences and the radical dehumanization
of the image of nature.’
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inside the membrane, molecules of actin and myosin—the same molecules that make
up muscle cells—accomplish this contraction. In a sense then already, on day one, we
are priming the flexing of our muscles. The membrane draws in at the equator, folding
in on itself from all sides, and pinches off to complete the cleavage. Now ‘we’ are two
genetically identical daughter cells, sitting in relation to each other within the outer
covering of the zona pellucida. Now, as a two-celled organism, not only can we yield
to and exchange with the surrounding environment, but also we can yield and
exchange within ourselves. Our ability to communicate now includes internal
communication across membranes, between multiple intelligent forms. The zygote’s
scale of relationship multiplies, and continues to do so with each subsequent division.
The next cleavage sees the two-celled being becoming a four-celled being, creating
further surfaces and possibilities for communication among more differentiated cells,
fuelled by more replications of the nucleus and DNA. The zygote becomes eight cells,
and then as these cells continue to divide (thus multiplying in number), they form a
tight cluster called the morula (for its resemblance to a mulberry), increasing in
density and differentiation but not in size.66
To me, this gesture of becoming two not only sets the stage for, but also embodies
dialogue, relationship, and reflection. Mathematician and philosopher Brian Rotman
(2009, p.76) notes that ‘to re-flect is to bend back, to fold something onto itself.’ He
continues:
Folding engenders an ontological novelty, it brings a previously non-existent inside/outside
difference into being. In psychic terms, reflection introduces an interiority, an interior space of
consciousness and subjectivity. A fold is produced by an animate form touching itself, either via
infraceptive (kinesthetic/proprioceptive) monitoring and internal-to-the-brain self-contact, or
extraceptively through the myriad gestures of self-touching and self-survey sentient life-forms
engage in. In fact, it would seem that consciousness itself comes into being the moment a
(mediated) form of awareness—human, animal or otherwise—folds back on itself.

Thus this first gesture of embodiment, the one becoming two, could be seen as
awareness (the awareness that is the nature of the Ground) folding back on itself (in
self-consciousness, self-awareness), establishing the possibility of self-reflection.67

66
The image of a cell as a fluid contained by a simple membrane is vastly oversimplified. The interior of the cell is
a network of membranes, some continuous with the outer ‘plasma’ membrane and some not. Mae-Wan Ho (2012,
p.158) notes that in liver cells, for example, the inner membranous surface amounts to fifty times that of the cell’s
outer surface.
67
Deleuze also engages the image of the fold in his work on Leibniz, writing of the Baroque operation that
‘endlessly produces folds’ in a pattern so complex and labyrinthine that it ‘unfurls all the way to infinity’ (Deleuze
2006, p.3). Though beyond the scope of this current project I hope to bring his work into conversation with cell
division (and other embodied processes) at a later time.
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Linda Hartley describes the cell membrane as an interface that is both physiological
and psychological. In its psychological aspects, she claims, the boundary is
‘awareness—awareness of what is self, what is other, and the quality of relationship
between them’ (Hartley 2011, p.378). The membrane interface itself is a space of
awareness, of the ability to perceive inner and outer, as well as the space that holds
the inseparability of inner and outer. The cell membrane is a double layer. My
embodied experience of the space in between the inner and outer layers—a space of
potential and possibility, of balance, and of relaxed awareness—is perhaps best
described via a journal article by Jin Baek, in which he describes the architectural
significance of Kitaro Nishida’s philosophy of emptiness. Nishida, the early twentieth
century Japanese philosopher known as the founder of the Kyoto School of
philosophy, developed a theory of emptiness that included a ‘dialectic of opposites.’
In this account, all opposites—inner and outer, warm and cold, black and white, even
being and nonbeing—are identified, and identifiable, only in relation to their
contingent opposite, with which they are always intertwined. Baek finds this dialectic
embodied in the work of Dutch architect Aldo van Eyck, who named it ‘twinphenomena’:
For example, the uniqueness of a circular configuration comes from the fact that its rim
embodies the duality between the centrality of looking inward to find the communal center and
the peripherality of looking outward until one finds the distant horizon…. It was neither about
the center nor about the horizon and neither about commonality nor about individualistic
heterogeneity but about their copresence (Baek 2008, p.40).

The architecture of the cell membrane could likewise be seen as a ‘twinphenomenon,’ a space that holds the co-presence of inner and outer, ‘the zone of inbetween such as the rim of the circle [that] does not neutralize differences but
sustain[s] their simultaneous presence’ (Baek 2008, p.40). Baek quotes van Eyck,
noting that ‘this intermediary zone, where opposites coexist, allows “simultaneous
awareness of what is significant on either side”’ (Baek 2008, p.40). It is just such
simultaneous awareness of inner and outer that is embodied in the cell membrane, an
awareness that is then carried through endless enfoldings in creating the complexity of
the animal organism. As van Eyck strived for in his buildings, the values of
‘individuality and collectivity’ and ‘periphery and centrality’ are embraced in copresence, rather than conflict (Baek 2008, p.40), in the cell.
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Embodying	
  differentiation	
  and	
  wholeness	
  –	
  research	
  sessions	
  
Considering embryological development as a result of complex foldings, from the
perspective or ‘mind’ of the membrane, can disrupt any fixed sense of inner and outer,
interior and exterior environments. As the inner surfaces are created by the enfolding
of the exterior surfaces, there is continuity between internal communication (between
cells, for instance) and the communication between self and other (through the skin,
for instance). This recalls Bachelard’s ‘spiralled being,’ a being that does not have one
distinct (‘well-invested’) centre, but a distributed, decentralized appearance that
incorporates internal and external space into its make-up (Bachelard 1994, p.214).
This is not one entity with a concrete inside standing in relief against a vast
exteriority, but a multiplicity with countless insides and outsides. In this narrative of
embryology as differentiation, distribution, and enfolding, ‘the dialectics of inside and
outside multiply with countless diversified nuances’ (Bachelard 1994, p.216) which,
furthermore, continue to appear and disappear in every moment of embodied life.
When I engage this narrative of my body as trillions of enfolding, replicating cells
while dancing, I experience a sense of infinite articulation of multiple sites of
cohesive intelligence. In engaging the dynamics of distribution embodied by my everdividing cells I become more somatically and cellularly aware and activated. As I
embody the folding-in process I meet new surfaces of my immediate environment and
my own interior landscape. I am surprised by new surfaces becoming available,
dialogues that open up through new contingencies. I discover my body-mind as an
intelligent system always creating itself anew and blooming with possibilities.
Bainbridge Cohen speaks of BMC’s practice of ‘aligning the inner cellular movement
with the external expression of movement through space’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008,
p.1). I believe this is possible in part because of the organism’s wholeness that
includes integration with space, with the cells being one level of differentiation within
this wholeness.68 After a research session I wrote:

68

Neil Theise (2005; 2006; 2009) questions the primacy of cell doctrine, proposing that because cells were what
we saw first through a microscope, we assume them to be the body’s basic organisational building blocks. He asks,
‘What if the first structures visible with the new technology had been the nuclei, not cell walls or membranes?
Then, a very different answer to the ancient debate would have been conceived. The body would indeed look like
an endlessly divisible fluid, only with small little globes suspended in it’ (Theise 2009, p.264). Theise’s assertion
points to the importance of one’s point of view (literally, what is visible to us) in shaping knowledge, something I
have been more acutely aware of by considering embryology from various cultural traditions and times.
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Membranes as one of the smallest places in our bodies that create structure and contained
clarified form….
If we are a one-celled organism, then we can yield with our environment in every direction.
If we are a two-celled organism, then we can yield with our environment in every direction
AND we can yield within ourselves, into our own centre.
If we are a 4 celled organism, then we can do as above with more options for knowing ourselves
internally and creating multidimensional strength and support.
If we are a 90 trillion celled organism, the yielding options are infinite, and the support of the
earth is interwoven into our entire being, and through ongoing cell division continues to be
woven anew.
This multiplying of the internal membrane gives structure and form and supports ongoing
differentiation and development. So it’s not just a matter of making new cells, it’s the
establishment of a matrix of stability and yielding presence, which allows us to develop as
embodied beings (research notes 10 September 2012).

In the movement research sessions, I introduced cell division dynamics to the
participants by exploring from the perspective of each of the five elements. The
membrane, as evidenced in my reflection above, embodies the dynamics of the earth
element (stability, structure, density of physical presence). After a somatization
exploring cell division from the perspective of the membrane and the earth element,
one participant wrote:
many surfaces to yield upon
the whole inside all of me
yield
boundaries fortified
such pleasure of gravity
I am a pea on the surface of the world
a series of round surfaces supporting/supported by one another
hold my yield/hold all my membranes
stillness
it’s quiet

The fire element was most apparent to me in the action of mitosis as I described
above, in the redistribution of what I call the ‘genetic spark’ of the person out of one
contained field into multiple sites. Like the passing of the Olympic torch, or lighting
several birthday candles from one match, fire spreads, is able to appear in many
distinctly separate sites, while coming from a common source. One participant wrote
after a guided exploration of mitosis:
My breath fills the space it is endless infinity and infinity as breath divides and separates and I
let go to be carried in the vastness where I pause and the fire sparks bellow and I begin again.
let go
let go
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let go
breath
take me where I need to go
to begin again as me and when I’m lost in my ownness split me divide me and open my eyes to
be whole in the world around me,
the world within me
to get it
feel whole
feel full
feel one
and divide
spread my love like a raging fire

Guiding exploration of the space element in cell division, like the folding of the
membrane, involved sensing the incorporation of space into structure, with each
cleavage presenting more space between things; space always embodying open
potentiality. For one participant, space became a third player in the dance of becoming
two, without which the two would not be possible. She wrote:
Sense of 3. 1 + 1 + space
To be 1 or 1:1 need to be contained by something
Where and when is ‘mind’
For 1 to be 1:1 there has to be ‘mind’
space for possibility—comes from where?
1 does not become 1:1 without external intent?
1 responds to ‘space’ to become 1:1
If 1 is not alive/no chi/no movement—then no response to space

The element of space, for her, introduced the possibility and the question of mind.
Questions of intent and source arose for her in exploring the space element—from
where does the intent to transform and develop arise? This participant has also noted
the sense of the container of space that the formative gesture occurs within—both
anatomically, as in that created by the zona pellucida, but also perhaps in a more
allegorical or experiential sense—in order for such a major shift of identity to occur
(from being one to being two), we need both the possibility and the container of
space. As she notes, ‘if 1 is not alive… then no response to space.’ The formative,
enactive gesture we are exploring here is foundational to embodied life.
In the Tibetan Buddhist framework, the main property of the water element is
cohesion. What was most interesting in my own experience of exploring cell division
from the mind of the cytoplasm (the fluid inside the cell) was the sense of selfcohesion creating the structure and shape of the cell. In researching this with
participants, I suggested the dynamic of the cellular fluid itself reorganising into two
distinct halves, like a drop of water becoming two, which then drew the membrane in
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as container. Rather than the contractile efforts of the membrane doing all the work,
with the fluid passively getting divided, I found that the water itself could be accessed
as a self-organizing principle. My writing after moving:
Pomegranate seeds
fluid pressure contained just so
not too tight, not too loose
here

This property is evident in the way water readily changes shape to accommodate any
container or force such as gravity, or the way beads of moisture form on a window.
Revisiting cell division from the perspective of the self-organizing principle of water
changes the dynamics: the cellular fluid parts along the equator of the cell, to form
into two distinct ‘drops.’ In response to this shifting fluid array, the phospholipid
molecules of the membrane self-organize into new membranous formations.69
Embodying cell division from the mind of the five elements in turn created a palette
of different qualitative experiences. The reflective writings from the participants, after
exploring the cleavage process from each of the elements, show a sense of
simultaneous wholeness and multiplicity that engendered ease, release, presence and
possibility for action:
A combination of being very solo and very everything all at once
Fully supported 3D body with divided cells—less effort—less work—less isolation. I’ve spent
my whole life alone, feeling lonely but now you’re here and here and here and here.
Do I meet you differently if I remember that neither of us is just one thing?
envelopes folding, envelope-ing
origami bird, but not paper
earth origami.
It's been done, there's nothing to do.
Movement has duality and flow and connectedness and opposition and RELATIONSHIP—
INTRA more than INTER

And my own stream-of-consciousness writing after one movement session:
It’s a blank page until it’s in my hands then

69

Although not taught in traditional cell biology this might not be so far-fetched. More recent developments in
water and cell research by Dr. Gerald Pollack (2001) suggest that the cellular fluid is structured and gel-like, and
that the dynamics of cell function (including cell division) can be attributed to an activity called ‘phase transition’
that this fluid engages in. In this new paradigm, the role of the membrane as container and protector of the cell is
being radically challenged.
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well, what is a mark, a signature?
we meet, we greet, we resonate,
we catch a cold and our ideas go viral
through the container of space coherence of thought in a dispersed intelligence
Mind with a big M
pervading this whole parade
this is where I loosen my controlling grip,
dissolve or at least soften
the membrane
and yield to something fuller.
Bucky Fuller?
It’s a matter of scale
me by myself only contained within
feels less complete than
me as expression through this collection of substances
interdependent with everything else.

Further	
  reflections	
  and	
  enfoldings	
  
In further reflection, I have been struck by the resonance between the embryological
processes of creation-through-differentiation and the views of creative activity as
found in sources as varied as Taoism, quantum physics, and new
materialism/posthumansim, as well as BMC’s presentation of cellular consciousness.
Although outside of the Tibetan Buddhist perspective that supports my current
research, I feel it is productive to note some of these connections and suggest them as
areas for further interdisciplinary inquiry. These disciplines offer provocative
perspectives on the dynamics of wholeness and differentiation in creative activity, that
create potential bridges between somatic experience, science, and Eastern and
Western philosophies. In Taoism, for instance, the Tao, literally ‘the way,’ is akin to
the Buddhist idea of the Ground as the intelligent basis of all that is. Chung-yuan
Chang (2011), in his work on creativity and art within Chinese philosophies, relates
that, ‘Only Tao, the mother of all things, is invisible and unfathomable, but it is
through her manifestations, nevertheless, that all things are produced’ (Chang 2011,
pp.81-82). The Tao itself is creativity. Chang describes the display of the inherent
creativity of the Tao as ‘a process of differentiation from nondifferentiation,’
represented in the Taoist classic, Lao Tzu’s (est. sixth century) Tao Te Ching, in terms
of ‘the one’ and the ‘ten thousand things’:
From the Tao, the One is created;
From the One, Two;
From the Two, Three;
From the Three, Ten Thousand Things (Chang 2011, p.82).
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This teaching of the ten thousand things as differentiation of the one is intended to
foster intuitive insight into the dynamics of appearance of all things out of wholeness,
‘the realisation that the multiple diversities of existence emanate from the unity of the
absolute realm of Tao’ (Chang 2011, p.82). Creativity itself is effortless reflection, like
geese flying over a lake, effortlessly casting their image, and the lake effortlessly
revealing the geese’s beauty through reflection, without intention (Chang 2011, p.83).
The enactive gesture of cell division is creativity; the folding of the cell membrane
embodies the creative process of differentiation out of nondifferentiation, creating
surfaces of reflection, awareness becoming aware of itself through embodiment. We
could even imagine this enfolding process being led by the dynamics of reflection
itself—material life caught up in the doubling-up movement required for awareness to
know itself, enacting re-flection. In Taoism, as in Buddhism, the context is of an
intelligently aware universal whole, and so there is never anything outside of oneself
to be attained, achieved, or created. Creativity, within this view, is already always
occurring, is the very nature of this intelligent basis of everything. To quote a founder
of Taoism, Chuang Tzu, ‘…all things create themselves from their own inward
reflection and none can tell how they come to do so’ (Chuang Tzu Ch. VIII in Chang
2011, p.92).
In the story of when we became two, within twelve hours of our conception as a
whole (a one), there arose the possibility for self-reflection and self-knowing through
differentiation.70 Deleuze (2001, p.250) described the embryo as ‘the individual as
such directly caught up in the field of its individuation.’ As individuation can only be
considered in context of community, in terms of other, differentiation through cell
division creates individuation and community simultaneously. Through the yielding
relationships that occur at and across the cell membrane, a community creates the
organism across and through multiple interiors and exteriors. Georg Simmel (1994)
claims this as a distinctly human gift: the ability to differentiate and separate, and
therefore to make connections. He notes that ‘we can only sense those things to be
related which we have previously somehow isolated from one another; things must
70
The English language limits me to the passive voice, or traps me into choosing actors of cause and effect: By
becoming two as our first enactive gesture, we created the possibility of self-reflection. Or, the dynamics of selfreflection created the possibility for us to exist as something more evolved than one-celled organisms. Or, perhaps
both arose simultaneously, our presencing an expression of the movement inherent in the Ground’s compassionate
resonance. Bainbridge Cohen says ‘there is something in nature that forms patterns,’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.1)
without attempting to name what that something is, yet being able to clearly embody and dance it.
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first be separated from one another in order to be together’ (Simmel 1994, p.5). Is this
perhaps part of being human, to be, ‘in the immediate as well as the symbolic sense,
in the physical as well as the intellectual sense, … those who separate the connected
or connect the separate’ (Simmel 1994, p.5)? Simmel points to the human inventions
of bridges and doors to illustrate the human being as ‘the connecting creature’ who
must invent separation (the river banks) in order to connect (the bridge). In the
fundamental gesture of cell division we create separation through reflection—the
duplicated nucleus appears like a twin but also like a reflection in a mirror, an
opportunity for knowing, for relationship. Across this span of difference is a bonding
coherence, a continuity of consciousness, providing for and strengthened by the
transfer of information in what could be called a field of affect in operation as a
collective. Erin Manning, drawing on Gilbert Simondon, suggests that
Affect is the feeling of individuation’s process. It is trans-formative, and it is collective. Affect is
collective because it folds individuation back to its preindividuated surface where the individual
is multiple, a group-subject (Manning 2010, p.122).

Thus the coherence of a body across all of its differentiations: ‘the body in-forms.
Relational across strata it co-constitutes existence in the making, active as an
assemblage of force-taking-form’ (Manning 2010, p.118). I propose that the relational
field that creates ‘a life,’ is related to the coherence created by the movement of
thought across and between cells; that is made possible, or made manifest, through the
process of differentiation, distribution, and enfolding. I feel it is the same principle as
that which coheres across other communities at other scales—as represented by the
water element dynamic, it is the perception of coherence itself. Agamben (2000) calls
this coherent force ‘thought,’ the ‘unitary power’ that binds the multitudes of
humanity into something greater than the sum of its parts. Cellular intelligence
communicates across space, as witnessed in the physiological force that brings
individual heart cells into a unison rhythm. This is reflected out in larger systems, for
example as that which keeps groups of musicians and dancers in time.
When a cell becomes two it introduces the possibility of touch across membranes.
Identities are clarified via the membranous boundaries established, but also enfolded,
complicated, and called into question. Karen Barad (2012, p.206) asks, ‘when two
hands touch, how close are they? What is the measure of closeness?’ What is the span
of the bridge between these two shores?
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Many voices speak here in the interstices, a cacophony of always already reiteratively intraacting stories. These are entangled tales. Each is diffractively threaded through and enfolded in
the other. Is that not in the nature of touching? Is touching not by its very nature always already
an involution, invitation, invisitation, wanted or unwanted, of the stranger within? (Barad 2012,
pp.206-207)

What do we know of ourselves through the inner touch of our trillions of surfaces,
which are continually spawning and dying off? And what intelligence, like the
optimal pace of a heartbeat, is shared between and among them? All of these
questions lead back to a nondifferentiated field in which and as which the
differentiated matter resides—pondered by many scientific, philosophical and
spiritual traditions. In Buddhism, this is the nature of the intelligent Ground of being:
Being’s undivided wholeness... is analogous to an immense sea of energy, which, although
nothing as such, is ever active in the quantization of itself through its radiance or effulgence or
lighting-up. This very activity is the totality’s excitatory intelligence in the process of
organizing itself as a consistent whole. In emphasizing processes involving spontaneous
structuration, which in living systems such as human beings manifest in a multilevel
autopoiesis and its systemic connectedness by homologous dynamics, the Buddhist thinkers
seem to have intuitively discovered the principle of evolution as an open-ended learning
process (Guenther 1987, p.6).

Guenther parallels this with physicist David Bohm’s notion of holomovement, in
which ‘an unbroken and undivided movement is taken as a primary notion’ (Bohm
2012, p.94). The essential nature of Bohm’s implicate (enfolded) order (Bohm 2012,
p.129), holomovement is presencing and emergent, like that embodied by the
embryo’s autopoietic gestures—unfolding through sequences of appearance and
dissolution and occurring simultaneously at many different levels, from the grossly
apparent to the deeply (almost invisibly) subtle. Bohm himself noted similarities
between his theory of holomovement and elements of Buddhist thought, particularly
the idea of interdependent origination: ‘I think this is very close to the implicate order,
which says that everything comes out of a ground and everything is interrelated, and
that underlying it there is no substance that can be defined’ (Bohm 2012, p.133). This
description of holomovement matches my experience of engaging in dance
improvisation, and of witnessing experienced improvisers, perfectly. Bainbridge
Cohen (2008, p.1) notes, ‘there is something in nature which forms patterns’ (without
naming that something, but claiming it as the basis for her approach to body-mind
dynamics). Perhaps some intelligent force creates separations to create connections, is
awareness becoming aware of itself, is ‘touch touching itself’ (Barad 2012, p.212), as
a newborn discovers himself through his mother’s touch, the yielding support of
gravity, and the feel of his fingers in his mouth.
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I have discussed the creative dynamics embodied by the activities of duplication,
dispersal, distribution, division, and coherence, as well as the qualities and
possibilities of reflection and meeting, all of which have arisen through approaching
cell division through a narrative and embodied phenomenological approach. To
conclude this chapter, I now turn to the nature of the duality that is created in
becoming two, the fruition of division, which is represented by the material presence
of the two. The somatic exploration of cell division—imagining oneself as one cell
dividing into two—introduces certain questions. Where is the enfolding/dividing
surface? Do you imagine becoming left and right halves? Top and bottom? Front and
back? When an imagined division occurs in any of these planes, what is the
relationship between the two halves? These are the three basic planes around which a
body is organized. In imagining the first three cell cleavages with your present bodymind, which cleavage comes first? Does one cleavage support the development of
another?
In some animals, the first three cleavages are thought to underlie the basic
organization of the body into planes—i.e. the sagittal plane that creates left/right
differentiation, the vertical plane that creates front and back, and the horizontal plane
that divides top from bottom. In humans, it is still unknown whether there is a
correlation between the placement of these initial cleavages and the establishment of
the body’s three primary spatial axes.71 In other life forms that have been studied
more extensively, such as the xenophus and the zebrafish, the axes are determined by
the polarity of the oocyte (egg) before fertilization. In these organisms, the first
cleavage creates the midline and establishes left and right body halves. The second
cleavage establishes front and back, and the third divides what will be the body into
top and bottom. Personally, every time I have somatically embodied these primary
cleavages, my experience has occurred in this same order, although other people,
including some of my research participants, have experienced different sequences. I
have wondered about this sequencing in terms of yogic anatomy’s description of the
embryo forming primarily around a central channel of vital energy (Tib. lung, Skt.
prana) (Labdrön and Harding 2003). In this system of anatomy, there are two
71

For an indication of the complexity of this issue, and the creative strategies scientists use to trace cell movement
and cell fate, see Takaoka & Hamada 2012; Stephenson et al 2012.

	
  

113	
  

secondary channels to either side of the central channel, one side containing ‘male’
energy and the other side containing ‘female’ energy. Tantric and yogic meditation
includes breathing and visualization practices that aim to redirect one’s life force
through the central channel, where it is transmuted into enlightened energy. Reading
this in light of the present discussion, perhaps the central channel creates a system of
binaries in which it occupies the meeting space, the place where one and two coexist.
What separates out into two at the onset of material embodiment reunites, through
practice, into the one inseparable ground.
The establishment of two sides—the one hand and the other hand—underlies a
gesture common in many religions worldwide, that of bringing those two hands
together in a mudra. From the Sanskrit for ‘seal’ or ‘sign’, a mudra is ‘a form of
embodiment manifesting the dynamics of enlightenment’ (Levin 1987, p.245); an
enactive gesture that ‘seals’ one’s intentions. I feel that this gesture of bringing the
palms together, called in Sanskrit the anjali mudra, demonstrates, embodies and
recalls the primary organizing dynamic of simultaneous wholeness and differentiation
into two. Mudras are gestures that are performative, but more importantly
transformative, infusing the practitioner with a specific felt sense or imparting specific
wisdom. As Levin explains it:
The ritual practice of mudra makes use, in effect, of corporal schematizations—ideal schemata,
or symbolic images, of a more enlightened human embodiment. These schemata prescribe
meditative postures and gestures, and the imitative repetition of these patterns helps us to focus
on our bodily felt experiences in a way that puts us in touch with the intrinsic potential that calls
for development. The process of ‘focusing’ puts us in touch with the ‘felt sense’ of the gesture,
so that we allow the gesture’s depth of sensitivity, its innate resources of awareness, to develop.
In this way, we cultivate a skill whose potential of energy is, as we discover, always already
with us (Levin 1987, p.267).

In my experience, working with embodying the gesture of cell division as the primary
activity of embodied life (indeed of creating the possibility of a body to be embodied
as), has revealed a deeper significance of this ‘common’ mudra of putting the two
hands together. The anjali mudra is a gesture of respect, greeting, and composure as
well as prayer. It connects the right and left halves of the person—‘literally
connecting the right and left hemispheres of your brain. This is the yogic process of
unification, the yoking of our active and receptive natures’ (Rea 2007, n.p.),
connecting the male and female energies. In child development, finding the midline
by bringing the hands together is also a significant developmental milestone.
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Occurring at about one year of age, finding midline underlies the ability to reach
across the midline space, to integrate left and right body halves and perform complex
movements.

Conclusion	
  
It was during this phase of somatic research that I began to experience a tangible and
productive ‘dialogic encounter’ (Wall 2012) between my somatic practice and my
academic writing practice, and the co-production of theory that arose in the
cooperative meeting of these multiple ways of knowing and processing knowledge.
This process, of integrating movement research and philosophical discourse,
continues to open up the inquiry. The biological gesture of cell division embodies a
dynamic and creative model of complex wholeness as expressed through the
movements of differentiation, distribution, coherence, enfolding, and relationship. It
suggests a perspective on the creative relationship between emptiness and
embodiment that is different to, yet compatible with, the dynamics suggested by the
five elements approach. The primary movement gesture of one becoming two, and the
dynamics it reveals, points to a consideration of creative embodied appearance as the
enfolded, distributed, and self-reflected awareness of the ultimately indivisible ground
of being. This is most clearly embodied by the earliest movement gestures of the
zygote, the beginning of each person’s relative ‘big bang,’ and is evidenced
throughout all embodied cell-based life.
As the embryological narrative progresses and these cells continue to divide and
specialize, the embryo and its supporting structures and spaces organize around a
central axis. In the next chapter I investigate gastrulation, the self-organizing of the
embryo into three distinct and specialized layers that create the intricacies of our inner
and outer worlds. I explore the dynamics of gastrulation as another significant
enactive gesture of the embryo, one that I find echoes the Buddhist doctrine of
ground, path and fruition and connects us to our ongoing creativity. The path of
research slightly alters here, on entering the next phase, as I bring somatic and
philosophical research to the path of composition and creative arts, in the creation of
the dance/film cast.
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Chapter	
  5.	
  Cast:	
  embodying	
  ground,	
  path,	
  and	
  fruition	
  in	
  early	
  
embryology	
  
Introduction	
  
Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen, the founder of Body-Mind Centering, has described the
body as being like sand, and the mind like the wind, noting that ‘…it’s difficult to
study the wind, but if you watch the way sand patterns form and disappear and reemerge, then you can follow the pattern of the wind, or, in this case, the mind’
(Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.11). As I have described previously, ‘mind’ in BMC is not
just the brain, but a process of consciousness that manifests and expresses through
movement and presence at all levels of embodied appearance. In somatic approaches
such as BMC, mind and movement are never separate processes. Over my many years
as a practitioner of BMC, dance, and Tibetan Buddhism, I have taken a view of the
body as dynamic display of consciousness. This perspective is at the heart of my
dance-based research into early human embryological development—the beginnings
of the body’s creative appearance.
The previous two chapters recounted an emergent somatic research practice based in
BMC methods, exploring some of the fundamental forces of embryological and
biological poiesis and morphology through movement inquiry. In this chapter, I turn
to the next phase of research, developing the dance/film cast through investigating a
particularly transformative and crucial early stage of embryological development, that
of gastrulation. This stage, at approximately two weeks post conception, is marked by
the formation of the embryonic germ layers from which specialized tissue function
arises. The process of investigating this stage of embryology began by utilizing
similar somatic methods as in the previous research projects. In this case, however,
my intention was focused on the creative outcome of the dance/film72 cast. The two
dancers who participated in this phase of research were engaged as dancer/performers
rather than research participants, and thus were not asked to write about their
experiences. Their participation in rehearsals did include discussions, some of which
72

I am using term dance/film to describe my approach to crafting the moving image. Although I find the term
awkward, I feel it is more descriptive of my work than the more commonly used ‘screendance’ or ‘video dance.’
My works are created choreographically, but rather than being a choreography intentionally created for the screen,
I choreograph with the filmed images during editing. Some of these images include dancing bodies and some do
not, but the film overall is treated choreographically. I hope to find a more suitable term in the future.
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were recorded. Their feedback and reflections contributed to my evolving
understanding of and theorizing about the material, as well as the overall shaping of
the piece.
The creative project itself provided a site of inquiry and a tangible materiality with
which to engage. At every step of the piece taking shape, further evolution occurred in
my understanding. The process of making the piece—handling the materials of
movement, place, and film—along with glimpses of the form of the piece in the act of
taking that form, provided a continually responsive reflective space that deepened my
understanding, as well as my questions, about the embryological and philosophical
material. As Barbara Bolt writes, drawing on Heidegger, ‘we come to know the world
theoretically only after we come to understand it through handling’ (Bolt 2010, p.30).
In making cast, these ways of knowing—theoretical and sensorial (through handling
that is somatic as well as visual and manual)—didn’t operate sequentially in the
manner Bolt cites. Rather, the interaction of these multiple ways of knowing felt more
like the back and forth of a dialogue, in which the material of theory and the material
of practice inform each other in a less predictable timing.
As with the earlier phases of research, here I consider embodied narratives of how the
developing embryo expresses consciousness and the dynamics of universal, creative
forces. This phase of inquiry, and the generation of cast, specifically concerns an early
stage, known as gastrulation, in which the embryo appears as a three-layered gestalt
(comprised of the three germ layers of endoderm, ectoderm and mesoderm), which I
find to be strikingly resonant with Tibetan Buddhist teachings on the threefold
dynamics of ground, path, and fruition. This path of research, culminating in the
dance/film cast, explores the embodiment of endoderm as ground, ectoderm as path,
and mesoderm as fruition. The choreography for cast was created in collaboration
with the two dancers who perform in the film, through a studio research process. In
the present chapter I discuss the dynamics of this embryological stage of gastrulation
through a philosophical lens, and the process of embodying the material through
dance and the moving image. In the next and final chapter, I will discuss the film
artefact in relation to notions of fruition and embodiment in art, somatics, and
Buddhist philosophy.
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Ground,	
  path	
  and	
  fruition	
  in	
  embryology	
  and	
  Dharma	
  Arts	
  practice	
  
At nearly two weeks after conception, our cells organize from a spherical cluster into
three interrelated but distinct germ layers, designated as endoderm, ectoderm and
mesoderm. It is here in this early pattern of organization, marking the first
specialization of our embryonic cells into distinct functional relationships, that I sense
an expression of (an embodiment of) the dynamics of ground, path and fruition. These
terms are found frequently throughout Buddhist teachings, and, like many Buddhist
terms, their specific meaning varies depending on the context in which they are
used.73 In this study, I primarily use Chogyam Trungpa’s explication of what he calls
‘threefold logic’—the interactive and interdependent dynamics of ‘the background of
manifestation, the potential of manifestation, and finally manifestation altogether’
(Trungpa 2008, p.128). These three aspects of ground, path, and fruition are, of
course, inseparable; the ‘manifestation’ of form is none other than the ‘background’ of
emptiness, the immeasurable and undifferentiated potential out of which and as which
all form arises. In this sense the ground, path and fruition doctrine is another way of
highlighting the inseparability of form and emptiness, while also naming the
mechanics of the path ‘between’ them—that which allows emptiness to appear as
form and, perhaps more importantly in terms of the Buddhist practitioner’s path, that
which promotes recognition of emptiness as the nature of all form. Despite being
ultimately inseparable, the distinct articulation of these three aspects highlights the
process dynamics of appearances, which is very useful when investigating
embryology and art-making, two disciplines concerned with how things come to
presence. The threefold perspective helps us to remember, when we view something
73

In Buddhist philosophy the experience of reality is generally presented in terms of two simultaneously existing
‘truths’—the ultimate truth of reality as-it-is and the relative truth of reality as we experience it. The term Ground
(with a capital G) can indicate the primordial, everything-as-nothing Ground at the ultimate level of truth, before
any hint of differentiation into form. ‘This origin of inspiration, primordial in nature, is without beginning: It is not
only before the first dot on paper, but it is also before the paper itself’ (Olmsted 2012, p.188). ‘Ground’ is a
symbol, a metaphor, a good-enough name for what is unnameable: the formless, nonconceptual, pre-ontological,
undifferentiated mystery, which ‘plays for reasons hard to express’ (Germano 1992, p.60). At a relative level (in
our everyday engagement with the world as it appears to us), the ground means the basis of any situation—the
blank piece of paper, the empty room, the parameters of a project, as well as the baseline tone or state of the bodymind at any given moment. Nagarjuna (founder of the Madhyamaka school of Mahayana Buddhism) taught that
only through investigating and contemplating relative truth, as it happens in our daily lives, would practitioners
begin to understand ultimate truth, a message that is repeated throughout much of Buddhist literature. In other
words, ‘if we ignore or reject our experience of the world as it is, we can never gain any insight’ (Kyabgon 2001,
p.76). According to the tradition of Buddhist meditation begun over 2500 years ago, although the idea of Ground
can be approached intellectually, any understanding of what (and how) Ground is arises through embodied
experience and mindful awareness of the dynamics of one’s personal everyday perceptions of the ordinary world,
and not through purely intellectual speculation or through any conjuring of a transcendent world that is separate
from ordinary experience.
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like a work of art or a human body, that we are viewing a process of appearance (of
presencing, or poiesis) rather than an independent, fixed form.
Within the Shambhala Dharma art teachings, Trungpa Rinpoche described this
threefold logic as ‘a way of presenting a complete world’ (Trungpa 2008, p.127)—an
arts practice that is responsive to the ground of making as much as to the thing being
made. Dharma art practices (including calligraphy, poetry, flower arranging and
Miksang photography), like somatic approaches to dance and movement, attune the
senses, beginning with a basic sense of existence, of ground, then developing ‘slowly
through the threefold process of perception: the sense of being, the sense of doing,
and the sense of linking together’ (Trungpa 2008, p.76).
Many artists would recognize the experience of being with the pure potential of the
unknown (ground), noticing a flash of insight or moment of perception (path), and the
manifestation of this into form (fruition). Some have expressed this directly, such as
the poet Allen Ginsberg, who organized his Mind Writing Slogans into the three
categories of: 1) Background as ‘Situation, or Primary Perception,’ 2) Path as
‘Method, or Recognition,’ and 3) Fruition as ‘Result, or Appreciation’ (Ginsberg
1998, pp.197-207). The painter Agnes Martin suggested a similar threefold dynamic
in the work of self-expression, dependent on a developing awareness:
Behind and before self-expression is a developing awareness in the mind that expresses the
work. This developing awareness I will also call ‘the work’. It is a most important part of the
work. There is the work in our minds, the work in our hands, and the work as a result (Martin
2005, p.67).

Martin’s formulation echoes John Cage’s encouragement ‘…not to make a thing but
rather to make nothing…. by making something which then goes in and reminds us of
nothing’ (Cage 1961, p.129). Martin and Cage, like Ginsberg, understood the artist’s
path of action to be one of beneficial activity, through which the fruition (the
something) aims to lead the perceiver back to the ground (the nothing). As Ginsberg
professed, ‘the only thing that can save the world is the reclaiming of the awareness of
the world. That’s what poetry does’ (Ginsberg in Olmsted 2012, p.191). Ginsberg’s
words serve as a reminder here that from a Buddhist perspective, the main function of
arts practice and production is to foster enlightened awareness of the emptiness and
interdependence of all things, to reclaim awareness of what arises. The path ultimately
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leads back to awareness of ground.
Even outside of a Buddhist-inspired art paradigm, any creative arts practice, having an
implied aim to make a something that warrants being paid attention to, presents a
visible example of threefold poetics in action. Often, creative practice will be
described using metaphors from gestation and birth, although this rarely goes beyond
the realm of metaphor.74 What is less visible is the actual narrative of embryology as it
describes the creative process of our embodied appearance as a threefold logic of its
own.
Bainbridge Cohen teaches an embodied approach to embryology that, like Dharma art
practice, acknowledges the spaces, the basic ground, in which and as which the
embryo appears. In BMC, the embryo is the realization of space. As I have described
in previous chapters, this approach engages movement practice to sense fundamental
dynamics (like the wind) in our present embodiment (like the sand) that relate to
structures and spatial relationships that are no longer present (Bainbridge Cohen 2008,
p.167). Through this process we animate an embryological narrative, beginning with
the fruition, the form, to inquire into the ground and path as the form’s essence. The
shape-shifting embryo, continually in flux, shows us at our most mercurial, when we
were always becoming, and not yet attached to any identity, with each stage of
development presenting a full-body gestalt that is foundational to our current
organization.

Introduction	
  to	
  the	
  three	
  germ	
  layers	
  
The embryological stage that inspired cast occurs at nearly two weeks post
conception, when our embryo transforms from a spherical cluster of pluripotent cells
(created through a rapid succession of cell divisions from the primary zygote cell) into
a flat two-layered disc with a differentiated front and back. The dorsal (back) layer,
called the ectoderm, comprises the cells that will give rise to the nervous system and
our external surfaces such as the outer layer of skin, the lens and cornea of the eye and
74
Dix (1985) notes Akenside’s poetic use of terms from conception and gestation in describing the creative process
in the eighteenth century. Dix credits this writing, as extended by William Harvey, as seeding the development of
an ‘organic theory of art’ rather than the ‘mimetic’ art that preceded it. While interesting historically to read the
connections these authors made between the conception of an idea and the conception of a foetus, to me they read
as superficial and painfully misogynistic, and therefore haven’t added much to my consideration of embryology
and the dynamics of creative forces.
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the outer ear. The ventral (front) layer, the endoderm, will give rise to the
gastrointestinal tract, the inner linings of many glands and organs, the bladder and
lungs. In this transformative gesture the front/back relationship of the body is
established first, through the relationship of endoderm and ectoderm. It is this primary
relationship that creates the conditions for the appearance (in humans and other
bilaterally symmetrical creatures) of a third, middle layer (the mesoderm) in the space
between them. The appearance of this third layer is more complex and results in the
embryo as a trilaminar disc, or gastrula. The entire process of reorganization into a
three-layered disc is called gastrulation.
The gastrula is continuous with a yolk sac in front (providing nourishment) and the
amnion behind (providing a protective space). The developmental narrative of this
stage is thus in the context of these adjoining front and back spaces, created by the
same cells as form the embryo proper. In the embryo's subsequent enfolding into a
cylindrical organism the front and back layers, along with the yolk and amniotic sacs,
become our interior and exterior worlds, respectively. Bainbridge Cohen describes
this as a process of the embryo creating its own primary space of nourishment to
support its earliest development, as well as its primary space of protection, the
immediate environment ‘in which it swims’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, pp.163-174).
Drawing on her extensive study and practice of Tai Ch’i, she associates the yolk sac
and the amniotic sac with the internal and external ‘sea of chi,’ respectively. My own
experience is that embodying these spaces enlivens and strengthens the sense of
support (both physical and energetic) that I receive from them.
I am struck by the notion of the embryo creating its own nourishment and protective
space, and curious how this might relate to the Tibetan yogas of food and clothing,
‘techniques for contemplatively generating constant dietary nourishment and warmth
without relying on ordinary sources’ (Germano 1997, p.295). Germano notes that
these practices indicate a deeply body-based approach and ‘...represent powerful
attempts to come to terms with physical embodiment and the need both to draw
energy from a nourishing exteriority (food) and to maintain protective barriers from a
disruptive exteriority (clothes)’ (Germano 1997, p.295). Such practices generate inner
heat and create a kind of nourishment and protection, eliminating the need for the
practitioner to wear clothes or take in food (Germano 1997). Not having experience
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with these practices, I cannot comment further except to note the striking connections
between these yogic practices and the dynamic first appearance of the embryo’s inner
and outer spaces that arise interdependently with the embryo proper. From an external
view the yolk sac and amniotic sac might appear to be simply accessories, important
to but separate from the embryo. However the fact that these spaces are created from
the same cells that create the embryo (are made of daughter cells of the same zygote)
suggests a different relationship, one in which the identity of those supportive spaces
melds with that of the developing person. I am fascinated by the implications of this
for considering a person’s relationship to her or his internal and external spaces and
wonder how this material embryonic connection might underlie some of these
advanced yogic practices. On a related note, throughout my movement exploration of
these developing layers and spaces, I have noted that my own sensations of what
Bainbridge Cohen (2008, p.163) describes as ‘the embodiment of space’ (rather
than/in addition to structure) suggest a connection between Western embryological
narratives and those presented by Tibetan embryology, in which the body forms
primarily as energetic channels (Labdrön and Harding 2003, pp.185-204).

The	
  dance/film	
  cast	
  
Cast was developed in the studio over a six-month period in 2013, with the two
dancers who appear in the film, Fiona Cameron and Jason Marchant. We met weekly
for two hours per week beginning in April 2013, with a few interruptions for travel,
until the film shoot at the end of October. The rehearsal process involved
somatizations exploring the three germ layers in detail and long periods of movement
improvisation. Although we experimented with various compositional strategies,
including generating solo choreography and teaching each other movement phrases,
the main focus of our movement development was in improvisational partnering. This
form allowed the most latitude for exploration and embodiment of the material.
Partnering presents an opportunity to measure the quality of meeting, the quality of
presence, while the open frame of improvisation kept the movement fresh and
responsive to the evolution of the research. I decided to have the dancers improvise
the movement for the film shoot as well, as I feel that improvisation shows the
movement of mind/consciousness in a way that supports the project.
The first section of cast embodies the ectoderm, which Bainbridge Cohen associates
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with the ‘pathways of flow between the ground of being and the form of manifestation
or expression’ (Bainbridge Cohen 2007, n.p.), providing the potential for
communication, creative activity, and perception. The cells of this layer give rise to
those aspects of us that meet the exterior world and enable communication between
interior and exterior experience, what Elizabeth Grosz calls the ‘becoming-brain’—‘a
mode of connection, working through various circuits that indirectly join the inside to
the outside in every living thing’ – the aspect of us that is not only porous with and
enmeshed in a milieu, but continually shape-shifting in response to the meeting of
internal and external experiences (Grosz 2012, p.3). Our capacity for beneficial
activity lies in this compassionate connection with our environment, based in
awareness of the dynamics of communication and relationship.
To explore this material in rehearsal, I directed the dancers in following flows of
sensation and motor impulse, tracing how external information enters in and circulates
with cortical intelligence and imagination. They explored initiating physical contact
through the back of the body as well as enveloping the surrounding kinesphere and
each other in partnering, entering the negative spaces between things. I noted these
images that arose in witnessing them dancing with this direction:
Curiosity, exploration, meeting places and people, shaking hands.
Leading and being led.
Threading through a crowd.
The spaces between things, like the wind.
Seeing.
Listening.

The opening section of cast takes place on a busy pedestrian bridge over the Yarra
River in downtown Melbourne. The urban setting naturally draws one’s attention
outward, to the environment, and to one’s progress through the space, to doing; as the
dancers moved out of the studio onto the site, their kinespheres expanded, and I
invited them to incorporate the seemingly unending movement of people, plus wind,
water, birds, boats, buskers, and voices echoing across the space.
A bridge is a literal path—often the only path—like a nerve, directing movement into
a forward momentum. The flow of pedestrians became a central choreographic focus
of this section, a crucial ‘cast of extras’ on location, whose visible movement is the
result of flows of desire, habit, intention, and possibility—all expressions of mind.
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The city carries a sagittal, forward momentum, an often-narrow horizon, tunnel
vision; ‘side-streets, the only openings, are merely inconvenient “red lights” for most
commuters’ (Stevenson 1997, p.57). This particular pedestrian bridge, because of its
design and vista (including a quirky floating café mid-river) invites some shift into
horizontal space yet primarily channels the sagittal. The space I chose for the first
section of the film is a wide area of the bridge, just out of the flow of traffic, a space I
came to relate to as a kind of eddy (see Figure 6), a space that allowed the dancers
room to move while still being connected to the flow across. They required this space
in order to open perceptually to how the exterior flows circulated with their interior
experience. The site allowed for multiple camera angles that incorporated the space of
the sky and river, as well as views that set up a resonance and contrast between the
dancers’ movement and that of the pedestrians on the bridge.

Figure	
  6	
  -‐	
  Still	
  from	
  cast,	
  ectoderm	
  section	
  on	
  the	
  Southbank	
  pedestrian	
  bridge	
  

In editing this section, I found the eddy created a space akin to sitting meditation, in
which one notices the ongoing flow of thoughts without hooking into the storyline
that they contain. By remaining in this side space the dancers were able to embody the
movement flows in a spacious manner, unhooked from having to get anywhere
themselves yet still propelled by the same forces. The changing camera angles reflect
our ever-changing points of perception, and highlight the continuity between the
spaces we move through and the movements within us. As the body is shaped by
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circulatory flows, life events, thoughts and emotions, so too ‘places are not a stable
ground that are simply subject to flows of ideas, people, information and money; the
experience of place is produced by such flows’ (Dovey 2005, p.3, italics mine). The
ectoderm, and its relationship to the amniotic sac, embodies these pathways of flow,
connecting our inner lives and the outer worlds that we move through. Or, as Joss
Whedon said in his 2013 commencement speech at Wesleyan University, ‘You do not
pass through this life, it passes through you. You experience it, you interpret it, you
act, and then it is different. That happens constantly. You are changing the world’
(Rubenstein 2013, n.p.). In guiding somatic explorations of the ectoderm, and in
directing and editing this section, my primary attention was placed on opening the
senses to pathways of flow, tracing how movement becomes form, allowing
movement to circulate through and lead form, and how form is animated by flows.
The dancers part abruptly, each entering into opposite pedestrian flows across the
bridge and along opposite sides of the river. Fiona’s walk takes her immediately into
the throng of runners, cyclists, families, and tourists. Jason’s walk is longer and more
solitary, crossing over a further pedestrian bridge to reach the south bank. The dancers
re-join in a grassy, tree-shaded area in an embrace, having used the time walking to
gradually shift their attention to their internal organs and the softer, quieter, front of
the body. This contact begins the next section, embodying the endoderm, with a
slower, sustained tone, and more internal focus. Intimate camera angles show points
of contact and sharing of weight (see Figure 7), rather than the surrounding
environment, reflecting the qualitative shift of focus expressed by the dancers.
Bainbridge Cohen (2007, n.p.) associates the endoderm with the ‘ground of being,’
invoking Trungpa Rinpoche’s ‘sense of being’ noted earlier. It embodies qualities of
meditative stillness and internal calm, a relaxed, aware presence that is settled yet
ready to respond when the need arises. Embodying the endoderm, in my experience,
engenders an openness to the basic ground of the situation. In BMC this is based on
yielding—a fundamental presence underlying the foundational movements of push,
reach, and pull (Aposhyan 1999). The yield is the baseline attention to what is,
meeting the situation without attachment or aversion. Grounded in what Bainbridge
Cohen calls cellular consciousness, this is the mind of not coming or going, but being
simply present (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.15). Similar to practices of mindfulness
	
  

125	
  

meditation taught within many schools of Buddhism, this often requires slowing
down, noticing internal sensations, and taking a break from ‘doing.’ I feel the
endoderm connects us to the ongoing presence of the Ground, the experience of nondoing that supports all appearance and expression. David Germano notes that from a
Dzogchen perspective:
The term ‘Ground’ is consistently evoked as the pure seamless energy potential present as the
dynamic openness whereby anything and everything may come-to-presence, itself no-thing yet
preceding every-thing as their source and ongoing reality; it is the One and Only which plays for
reasons hard to express (Germano 1992, p.60).

Figure	
  7	
  -‐	
  Still	
  from	
  cast,	
  endoderm	
  section	
  

Exploring the endoderm during rehearsal entailed the dancers initiating movement
through sensing the tone and presence of their organs, responding to the slower
rhythms of digestion, and the wisdom of the enteric nervous system (the ‘gut
brain’).75 I invited them to move from deep internal sensation, and from the subtle
intimacy of being in contact without having to achieve anything.

75

The enteric nervous system, sometimes referred to as the ‘second brain,’ or ‘gut brain,’ is a self-regulating
system, containing more neurons than the spinal cord or peripheral nervous system. See Gershon 1999. BMC
regards the heart as a third self-organizing neurological centre, creating an interactive system of three brains
(Taylor 2012). I find it interesting that each of these three brains arises from a different germ layer, and I work with
each brain as an intelligent hub that organizes the tone of the various systems that emerge from each layer. The
three-brain organization parallels some Eastern anatomical schemas such as the ‘three fields of cinnabar’ (in the
head, heart and navel centres) found in Taoist texts (Kohn 1993, p.209). Linda Hartley notes that these three
centres all begin embryologically ‘outside’ the body and are internalised, in a process she calls the ‘embodiment of
spirit,’ (Hartley 2014), during gastrulation.
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From my observations in rehearsal I wrote:
Inside of a snake.
Heat condensed but spacious, inner space, digestion, processing.
Soft belly, gut instinct, no eyes no ears.
No place to go.
No before or after.
Going in to go out, going out to go in, and not going anywhere, and already everywhere.

This section of the film sees the duet more secluded in the shadows and contained by
trees, supporting the dancers’ ability to slow down and focus more internally on subtle
weight shifts. In viewing, they seem to move outside of time, as a pause in the rush, a
decoupling from enterprise; the sound also stills to birds and distant voices. In a sense,
nothing happens; the movement is very simple. In many ways this was the hardest
section of movement for the dancers to enter into in the public site. The pace of
external movement in the urban setting, with its demands for attention, made it
challenging for them drop into internal awareness and yield to slower and more subtle
shifts of weight, a practice that they reported was easier in the quiet of the studio.
This duet completes with the dancers transitioning together into walking, gradually reemerging into an increasing volume of riverfront urban activity. In viewing this
section I am reminded first of my experience of transitioning into sitting meditation
practice. I recognize the challenge of slowing down and decoupling from doing
things. Then, in viewing the end of this section, I recognize the post-meditation
experience of re-emerging into daily life activity with freshened sense perceptions. I
am reminded of how yielding (to gravity, to ground, to restfulness) supports the
efficiency and efficacy of my sensory and motor activity.
Before the third germ layer appears, the ectoderm and endoderm already embody an
archetypal relationship between exterior and interior, surface and depth, male and
female, being and doing. The organizational gestalt of the embryo at this stage of
existence (as two layers with their two contiguous spaces) is, to me, suggestive of the
united deity and consort relationship in Vajrayana Buddhism’s yab-yum iconography
of ‘father-mother’ in inseparable union (see Figure 8). I feel that the front/interior of
the body, as experienced via the endoderm, embodies the deeply internal wisdom of
the ground, which corresponds to the female aspect (yum) of the yab-yum deity.
Simultaneously, the back/exterior of the body, as experienced through the ectoderm,
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embodies the more outwardly aware perceptual and creative activity of compassionate
skilful means, the male aspect (yab) of the deity. Symbolically, the yab-yum as a
whole represents the inseparability of wisdom, or prajna, as female aspect, and skilful
means, or upaya, as male aspect. This union ‘reflects the practitioner’s own mind, the
perfect joining in intimate embrace of the penetrating insight into emptiness and the
compassionate engagement of skilful action’ (Simmer-Brown 2001, p.157). Judith
Simmer-Brown notes that
When the yab-yum iconography is analysed only politically, as an expression of male and
female power, most of its significance is lost. The central point of the practice is to give up the
usual habit of subjectifying or objectifying gender or any other concepts of self and other, and to
realise the interdependent play of phenomena as expressions of the natural state (Simmer-Brown
2001 p.160).

Embryologically speaking, our flesh and bone presence only arises as a result of the
indivisible union of these two primary aspects, symbolized here by the deity and
consort, and embodied in the two germ layers of ectoderm and endoderm.76
Corporeality arises in the union of mother and father. Fruition arises in the unity of
ground and path.

76
Tibetan embryology traces the development of these systems back to conception, designating that the ‘father’s
semen generates bone tissue, the spinal cord, and the brain,’ while the ‘mother’s blood generates muscle tissue,
blood, and the solid and hollow viscera’ (Williamson & Young 2009, p.29). This loosely corresponds my
suggestion of the ectoderm (spinal cord and brain) as male energy and endoderm (viscera) as female energy.
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Figure	
  8	
  -‐	
  ‘Heruka	
  Vajrasattva’	
  drawing	
  by	
  Carmen	
  Mensink77	
  

Linda Hartley also notes an archetypal father-mother relationship embodied by these
two germ layers, but in a slightly different reading:
Now we have a front and a back, supported by two large fluid-filled cushions, and integrated by
a subtle flow of fluids between them that causes a rhythmic movement of opening and closing,
extension and flexion. This supports the fundamental life rhythm of opening out towards the
world, and returning into oneself. The two sacs are like the pre-cursors, or the archetypes, of the
nurturing Mother and protective Father, They are formed from and are part of the embryo, not
external to it; the archetypal Mother and Father are part of us from the very beginning (Hartley
2014, p.20).

The ‘flow of fluids’ between front and back that Hartley mentions refers to the flow
through the neuroenteric canal, a space that opens up in the third week of
embryological development between the ‘front’ and ‘back’ of the body. Bainbridge
77

Used by permission of the artist. Vajrasattva is the Buddha of Purification, one of many deities often depicted in
unity with a consort. Mensink notes, ‘Heruka Vajrasattva is considered to be a manifestation of the unity of fully
developed male and female energy, the complete purity of the state of enlightenment.’ See
<www.tibetanthangkapainting.com>. For more on the yab-yum iconography in relation to the female, or dakini
principle in Buddhism, see Simmer-Brown 2001.
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Cohen believes this flow establishes what she calls the autonomic nervous system
(ANS) rhythm, which imprints into every cell of the body. The ANS rhythm mediates
a flowing continuum between the parasympathetic and sympathetic aspects of the
ANS, inner and outer awareness, rest and activity. Thus arising along with the
endoderm and ectoderm is a passageway of flow between them, connecting our
female and male, or consort and deity, aspects, and inner and outer awareness, in a
‘tidal’ rhythm of movement (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, pp.165-166). The relationship
between endoderm and ectoderm generates the third layer, the mesoderm, which
arises in the meeting space between them. According to Bainbridge Cohen, however,
the relationship continues to resonate throughout all of our cells as a fundamental
rhythm even after the next stages of development occur.
The mesoderm begins at what will be the perineum, growing upward like the stalk of
a plant, in the space between the two ‘parent’ layers, along an emerging central line
called the primitive streak. As the mesoderm layer emerges between front and back, it
also inscribes the embryo’s midline, initiating our subsequent enfolding into threedimensionality (interior/exterior). I find it significant that Tibetan embryology also
names this central midline space as primary to development. Machik Labdrön
instructed that ‘the body develops first from the navel. The navel channel is the first
support from which the body gradually develops’ (Labdrön and Harding 2003, p.189).
Biodynamic craniosacral therapy, founded by Franklyn Sills, also suggests embryonic
development organizes around an energetic ‘quantum’ midline, which precedes the
co-emergence of a ‘primal midline’ (around which cells and the body tissues
organize), and a ‘fluid midline,’ (around which the fluids organize). Sills (2011,
p.299) claims that ‘all fluid and tissue organization always refer back to these
midlines as the main organizing axes for structure and function.’ The emergence of
midline that we saw in the initial creative act of cell division appears again as
foundational to corporeal organization. Sills (2011, pp.294-297) provides comparative
accounts of midline from Chinese, Indian and Tibetan anatomical systems in
describing his own theories, all of which detail a central channel of vital life force
(which Sills calls the ‘Breath of Life’) around which the embryo forms. While
traditional Western embryology makes no mention of an energetic channel, it does
name the emerging midline, as the primitive streak and notochord, as an important
organizing structure that appears with the emergence of the mesoderm.
	
  

130	
  

From this initial central growth the mesoderm spreads laterally and establishes what
will become the more dense and substantial aspects of the body—the meat of our
physical presence, our beating heart, and our skeletal strength. Bainbridge Cohen
(2007, n.p.) relates the mesoderm to the ‘form or manifestation of expression.’ Our
embodied substance, like any fruition, results from the ongoing dance between the
ground (of being) and the path (of beneficial activity and wisdom perception).
Moving from the musculoskeletal system is familiar territory for dancers. The
revelation, for me, in moving from the mesoderm as the basis of the musculoskeletal,
lay in the experience of it as a product of the relationship between the other two
layers. In my own somatic explorations, the support I gained from the interactive
relationship of these other two aspects—yielding into the ground and attuning to the
flow of path—gave me a vivid sense of effortless strength, a wider range of
expression, and playfulness. My notes after one such exploration:
‘Sure, I can hold up the world’ said Atlas.
The child equally supported by mother and father.
Power, muscle, biceps flexing.
Resonance with ground brings nourishment for physicality.
Resonance with space for effortless expression.
It's a team effort.
And we are so much more that what our bodies can do (D. Hay), but they can do so much
more than we think they can.78

The mesoderm section of cast occurs on a concrete terrace, with the dancers
traversing from one end to the other in a playful push and pull duet across the space
(see Figure 9). I was drawn to the space for its literally concrete presence and clear,
hard, structural form. In our several on-site rehearsals the space was sparsely
inhabited; perhaps one or two people passed through. On the morning of filming,
however, not only had builders appeared with their scaffolding and power tools,
fitting out a new restaurant and filling the scene with the sounds of industry and
materiality, but, as we shot the first take, a large group of people emerged from the far
side of the terrace, crossing in opposition to the dancers, creating a palpable, formal
tension with the duet.

78
The week I wrote this I had attended a Q&A session with choreographer Deborah Hay. She spoke of her desire
to transcend a focus on what the body can do in dancing, and how she identifies with more than that measurement
of achievement. My experience here was that in dancing from the mesoderm as an expression of endoderm/ground
and ectoderm/path, the range of what my physical body could do became much wider.
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Figure	
  9	
  -‐	
  Still	
  from	
  cast,	
  mesoderm	
  section	
  

This was the only section where I felt the dancers were truly, tangibly acknowledged
by other people in the space, as a part of the space, and I realized that the evolution of
the piece matched the evolution of the dancers’ presence: by first connecting into
pathways of flow in the space (the path), then yielding to internal presence (the
ground), they could come into full physicality and strength, and thereby into fuller
visibility (fruition). This section marked the development of the dancers claiming
space. Though physically tiring, it was in some ways the simplest, and the most
playful section of dancing, reminding me of the easy physicality of a child’s ballgame,
the kind of dancing that gets you ‘out of your head,’ or the simplicity of John Cage’s
directive to ‘just make something.’
The final section of cast explores the enfolding, interdependent relationship of the
three layers, reflecting the complexity of our adult physiology and embodied
experience, as well as the inseparable dynamics of ground, path, and fruition. Trungpa
(2008, p.128) describes this interdependence as the ‘king principle,’ the wholeness
and completeness of a situation, recognizing the unity of these three aspects. The
dance here occurs in and around a large metal sculpture of wavelike forms, Forward
Surge by Inge King, at the Melbourne Arts Centre. The piece features curved surfaces
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that seem to shift depending on one’s vantage point, and that reflected the dancers’
images in the sunlight. The hard steel of the sculpture, a seemingly permanent
something, became a surface of fleeting reflection, of images temporarily cast by
movement, light, and colour (see Figure 10). Graeme Sturgeon’s descriptions of the
sculpture resonate beautifully with our description of the spatial structure of the
embryo:
In the past, sculpture was conceived as volume surrounded by space, but the introduction into
the sculptor’s vocabulary of welded steel, with its qualities of great strength and great volume,
has encouraged the creation of sculpture that articulates space without displacing it. In Forward
Surge King has so arranged the work that the space not only penetrates the sculpture, it becomes
indivisibly part of it. The great curved planes, cut abruptly by the sweeping lines of the edges,
define and animate the space, which in turn permits each segment of the work to develop its full
amplitude (Sturgeon 2014, p.533).

The sculpture’s fluid framing of space provided a perfect site for this final, integrative
section of the dance/film. It so clearly embodies form and emptiness, fruition and
ground, through its simultaneous weightiness and lightness, with its hard reflective
surfaces that are also somehow soft. Sturgeon notes that this work denies us any
‘formal predictability,’ that it ‘eludes our intellectual grasp, constantly renewing our
interest as we move about it’ (Sturgeon 2014, p.533). It is an artwork that is solid and
complete and yet always coming-to-presence, always becoming.

Figure	
  10	
  -‐	
  Still	
  from	
  cast,	
  final	
  section	
  

The character of this section of cast, more than the others, did not take shape until
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post-production. The dancers’ instructions here were more open, as I invited them to
explore the dynamics of the three previous sections on a relative continuum, to enjoy
the play of the three layers enfolding. In the editing process, I chose to highlight
ephemerality and flux; I chose snippets of movement relationship arising, then gone; a
breath, a suspension, a reflection, a footstep, the ringing of a bell. In the final images I
wanted the fruition of the piece to bring the viewer back to the ongoingness of path,
and ultimately, to the open potential of ground.

The	
  trikaya	
  
Entering into the dynamics of these three distinct aspects of embodied experience
through dance presents an exciting opportunity to re-think the way we define and
experience ‘body.’ When I kinaesthetically wake to the experiential qualities of
ground, path, and fruition as they arise in the three germ layers, I sense a glimpse of
the trikaya, the three bodies of the Buddha, as the essential nature of my ordinary
embodiment. Trikaya doctrine is highly complex territory, and my understanding is
limited, but I feel it is important to introduce here for further consideration. The
notion of the three bodies is generally used to describe an enlightened being’s ability
to manifest physical appearance in multiple places and times at once, while having a
true, immeasurable body that is one with the Ground of emptiness. The three bodies
are the Dharmakaya—the formless body, related to the ground of being; the
Sambhogakaya—related to path and the ability to communicate (both verbally and
nonverbally)—a body of bliss that is not physically or spatially located; and the
Nirmanakaya—the ‘physical aspect of an enlightened being,’ as well as the potential
of our own bodies once purified through correct practice (Kyabgon 2001, pp.119133). These three kayas, or aspects of enlightened bodies are also the essential nature
of our own relative, conditionally appearing, human bodies. As Traleg Kyabgon
(1989, n.p.) instructs, ‘both the Sambhogakaya and Dharmakaya aspects are already
embodied within each sentient being, and fruition is a matter of coming to that
realization.’
Reginald Ray claims a similar experiential discovery via the experience of Somatic
Meditation, a method he founded:
In this unfolding, stunning discovery, we find that, ultimately, our very own body is nothing
other than the trikaya, or three bodies of enlightenment, the three bodies of the Buddha. Our
body, in everything that it is, is an expression of the sacredness of the universe, perfect and free.
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What is quite amazing is that this understanding is not theoretical, nor does it come through our
thinking mind; it is a matter of our own direct, fully embodied, personal experience. Here, there
gradually dawns in us the experience that the fundamental nature of our body is empty, open
awareness (Dharmakaya); that this awareness is brimming with implicit energy, the life force
(Sambhogakaya), that is constantly being born from the basic space; and that what is coming to
birth is our own life—every situation, emotion, encounter, and detail (nirmanakaya) (Ray, n.d.,
par. 5).

From the perspective of the Dzogchen tradition, the Tibetan sage Longchenpa taught
that these three bodies are the ‘triune dynamics of the Universe itself …present within
the core of all living beings at their heart as the ultimate pure source-potential of their
psycho-physical vitality’ (Germano 1992, pp.835-836). The path of Dzogchen is one
of rediscovering this forgotten truth. In some way the Dzogchen practitioner’s path is
one of returning to the metaphorically embryological moment, as an opportunity to
rethink the narrative of who and what we are.

Conclusion	
   	
  
Embodiment of the three germ layers through a BMC approach can serve as reflective
practice, as a somatic pathway of exploration of the trikaya or of the physical
experience of ground, path and fruition. Ray suggests, for Buddhist practitioners,
something that many somatics and dance practitioners already understand—the body
is not only the ground of experience but also the guardian protector of our experience.
He writes:
When we feel uncertain or lost in our practice, we are able to check what is going on with us
against our somatic experience. We ask our body for guidance. When I teach that, in the end, we
all have to be our own meditation instructor, this is how we do it; we check whatever we are
doing against our interior, somatic knowing, to see if it feels right and to try to sense what is
next (Ray n.d., par.4).

Though Ray’s approach may be fairly unique within his Tibetan Buddhist teaching
lineage, what he is describing is the basic premise of the somatic traditions I am
working within, and the basis of my approach to somatic philosophy.
Engaging with these three aspects of our corporeal experience, whether within a
Buddhist framework or otherwise, promotes a dynamic view of embodied life as
connected to an ongoing, limitless ground of potential through our deepest
interiority—through the tone of the endoderm, the gut brain, and our yielding
connection to the ground of Being. Our connection to this basic ground supports our
creative engagement with the world through our sense organs, somatic nervous
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system and brain, our opening-up to (and as) the movement flows of the exterior
world and interior world that co-arise in sensation and action. This is a view of
embodiment as poietic, as always becoming. Corporeal form, physical presence,
centered in and supported by the heart brain, emerges out of an inseparable
relationship between the ground of possibility and our pathways of choice. We
embody the aspects of making, something, and nothing in our embryological
foundations as well as in our everyday functioning.
Although beyond the scope of this research project to analyse in depth, I mention that
my experience of meeting this particular aspect of Buddhist thought through
embodied practice has deeply affected my personal experience of engaging in
Buddhist practice traditions as a Western woman. In particular, the discovery of the
symbolic yab-yum relationship as existing within my actual physical body, rather than
identifying as one or the other of the image’s characters, was revelatory. I feel this
research resonates with several important feminist readings of the Buddhist tradition.
Eva Neumaier-Dargyay (1995, p.146) claims that in the central Buddhist
understanding of life as suffering, that suffering ‘is most vividly experienced within
those phases of life that are the traditional domain of women: birth, sickness, ageing,
and death. Connected with the suffering of birth is the image of woman in a more
general sense.’ As an example, the teachings of Gampopa, the founder of the Kagyu
school of Tibetan Buddhism, portray the experience of gestation and birth as being so
painful (for the embryo), and the environment of the womb as so revolting that
nobody would ever willingly choose rebirth (Garrett 2007). For instance, in the first
week following conception, the embryo experiences ‘the inconceivable suffering of
being cooked and fried in a hot kettle’ (Gampopa 1998, p.104); when the mother eats
too much food the embryo feels as though it is being ‘crushed between two rocks;’
when she eats too little food it feels like it is ‘dangling in the sky’ (Gampopa 1998,
p.105), and so on. As Garrett (2007; 2009) points out, the subject of this teaching is
not the embryo itself, but rather the student who is being frightened into diligence and
right conduct:
No matter how greedy a person is, if you asked him to stay covered in an unclean pit for three
days in exchange for three ounces of gold, he would not agree. Yet, the suffering in the womb
is worse than that! (Gampopa 1998, p.106)

And yet in tantric Buddhist texts the womb is, symbolically at any rate, ‘the matrix
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from which all Buddhas originate’ (Neumaier-Dargyay 1995, p.161), as well as ‘the
place where the difference and otherness of (masculine) compassion and of (feminine)
liberating insight is articulated and symbolically expressed through the metaphor of
sexual union’ (Neumaier-Dargyay 1995, p.168, fn.13). As seen in my discussion of
yab-yum iconography and the endoderm/ectoderm relationship, conception in the
womb parallels the union of male and female energies and the recognition of their
inseparability.
In another feminist reading of Buddhism, Rita Gross (1993) discusses the Sanskrit
term tathagatagarbha, usually translated as ‘Buddha-nature’ and understood to be the
enlightened mind inherent in each of us. Garbha, Gross notes, literally translates as
‘womb’ or ‘embryo.’ ‘Therefore, this term posits an embryo of Buddhahood or a
womb containing Buddhahood’ (Gross 1993, p.186). Symbolically, this is in accord
with the tantric and Dzogchen practice traditions, which use language from gestation
and birth in describing the spiritual path and engage practices modeled on conception,
gestation, and birth (Garrett 2007, p.413; Guenther 1987). This is a but a brief
indication of ways that I feel the embodied embryology research can begin to intersect
with the practice of Buddhism as it moves out of the shadows of a sometimes
patriarchal past, and into a more embodied adaptation.
The movement research behind creating cast gave me the opportunity to engage with
the felt experience of these ideas in a highly kinaesthetic and perceptual way that, for
me, only dancing can do. Most of the insights I have had on this research journey
have arisen from dancing with and as the material at hand, or from observing the
dancing that arises from my invitation to explore. Likewise, the creative practice of
making the film—choosing locations, editing, having a material dialogue with the
moving image—suggested new relationships and working theories. The creative
practice itself—the path of bringing something to fruition—embodied the
embryological narrative, as the narrative came alive in what I was making. In the next
chapter I discuss the creative process of making the dance/film in the wider context of
fruition in art and practice-based research.
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Chapter	
  6.	
  Fruition	
  and	
  the	
  ‘something	
  embodied’	
  
…when attention is interwoven with action, and action is completed with awareness, the
mundane movements of daily life may be apprehended as the embodiment of an elementary
beauty. This is the gift of the pedestrian (Dempster 2008, p.27).
But let us turn to inspiration about something. …Suddenly life’s path is fitted to the ends of our
feet. We realize that we are going to do some certain thing’ (Martin in Martin & Glimcher 2012,
inset after p.16, p.9).

Introduction:	
  Miksang	
  photography	
  and	
  pathways	
  to	
  fruition	
  
Throughout the course of the research project, I have considered various ways that
performance might emerge out of the somatic practice. Early on, I identified a gap in
my research methods—a blind spot of sorts, although I was aware of it from the
outset— between the investigative practice of somatic research and the creative
practice of making an artwork that stands, in significant ways, as separate from that
exploratory experience. I did not know, when I began this research, exactly how I
would proceed from immersive somatic research, which, though influenced by
personal aesthetics, does not have aesthetics as its principle concern, to crafting a
piece for the stage or film screen. I did know from the start that I was not interested in
solely bringing an internal, kinaesthetic experience onto the stage for others to watch,
and yet somatic engagement is my point of entry into movement, as compared to, say,
externally imposed choreography.
I recognized in hindsight that it was the practice of Miksang photography that bridged
the divide between experiential practice and creating performance for an outside
observer. Reading and considering Erika Fischer-Lichte’s (2012) formulation of
radical presence showed me that this is the case. Although she describes an experience
of liveness, as I discussed at the end of Chapter 2, her description exactly captures my
experience of taking and viewing Miksang photographs:
PRESENCE does not make anything extraordinary appear. Instead, it marks the emergence of
something very ordinary and turns it into an event: the nature of human beings as embodied
minds. Thus, ordinary existence is experienced as extraordinary—as transformed and even
transfigured (Fischer-Lichte 2012, p.85).

Miksang senior instructors John McQuade and Miriam Hall describe the ‘joy’ of
making ‘a deep and ordinary connection,’ which they similarly equate with the
extraordinary. They write, ‘when we feel connected and wholesome, we feel alive.
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Connection can feel good and intimate and also on the edge, exhilarating—ordinary
and extraordinary at the same time’ (McQuade & Hall 2015, loc.375).79 The
perception of the extraordinary in the ordinary, I feel, orients our attention to the
embodied mind, the moving consciousness, at play in what we perceive. In Miksang
practice this perception arises through the practice of synchronization, defined in
Miksang as ‘the state where eye, mind, and world are in the same place at the same
time (McQuade & Hall 2015, loc.507).’ This ‘state’ of synchronizing—eye, mind,
body, world, focus, attention—is an ongoing practice, and might more accurately be
said to be the process of dancing in and out of synch, rather than a state. In my
experience, the practice of Miksang reveals extraordinary presence in the most
ordinary situations (see Figures 11 & 12), what Elizabeth Dempster (2008, p.27) calls
the ‘elementary beauty’ that is ‘the gift of the pedestrian.’

Figure	
  11	
  -‐	
  Blind	
  pull	
  

79

	
  

Location numbers refer to the Kindle edition.
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Figure	
  12	
  -‐	
  Beauty	
  

A connecting thread between my somatic research and my arts practice—connecting
the somatic and the aesthetic realms of experience—is the ‘flash of perception’ that
occurs in moments of knowingness that arise through such practices of
synchronization. ‘Flash of perception’ is a term from Shambhala Art, describing an
experience in which, ‘rather than you noticing it, a something comes to you’
(McQuade & Hall 2015, loc.577). The perceived image embodies something—it
bears something, recalling the physicality of the ‘bearing of thought,’ as suggested by
Levin (1985). Embodiment in the moment of perception is the movement of
consciousness towards being known, being made available for direct knowing. As
Trungpa Rinpoche (whose teachings are the foundation of Miksang practice) wrote,
this is ‘looking and seeing directly beyond language…you can see on the spot with
wakefulness’ (Trungpa 2008, pp.53-54). Although embodied presence as FischerLichte intends it is describing a quality perceived in a human being, Miksang
photography (and the Shambhala Buddhist tradition generally) claims that everything
has ‘authentic presence’ (from the Tibetan wangthang, or ‘field of power’) that
radiates outward into space:
Things have their own presence, their own space. Seen as phenomenal forms, through pure
perception, they radiate a sensibility and space beyond the factual boundary of their forms
(McQuade & Hall 2015, loc.1941).
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Although Miksang works with capturing static images, I found the practice could be
supportive of choreographic and film work as well, and, particularly because of its
appreciation of the quotidian, corresponded well with my choreographic preferences.
Through this embodied perceptual practice I was able to draw the more inwardly
focused somatic work into more external expression, and, through the medium of film
shot in a public place, to anchor the experience in the everyday. The experience of the
embodied mind emerging, coming to presence, ‘moving towards you,’ and the
synchronization of mind and body, connect artistic practice to somatic ways of
knowing. As I have already stated, I believe we make the perceived world through our
embeddedness in it and our embodied perception of it. The activities of making and
perceiving are inseparable. As Evan Thompson claims, we ‘enact a self in the process
of awareness’ (Thompson 2014, p.xxxi). This is a characteristic of embodied
existence. We are embedded in the world. Crispin Sartwell connects this to art
practice:
Art is human experience at its greatest intensity and its greatest depth. Art is how and what we
are in reality; it is what we make of ourselves and our world, or perhaps what our works
allows us to make of it. Art, finally, is a way of opening us to a way of accepting, a way, even,
of ecstatically affirming the world in which we abide and the people we are (Sartwell 1995,
p.xii).

Sartwell further describes the process of making art as:
devotion to means, to process, in short, to life. For though some of us live for ends, all of us
live in means: all of us are ‘in process.’ Art in this sense re-embeds us in the very experiences
we are having, and consecrates the moment in which we are having them (Sartwell 1995,
p.14).

Art, in its making and its appreciation, gifts us opportunities for perception,
compassion, resonance and ways of knowing that are unique and valuable. Like the
gesture of cell division, the creation of artwork provides an opportunity for
relationship, for reflection. ‘[T]he special province of the arts is to show people
themselves in a mirror that reflects their ordinary self image in the light of that deeper
and broader understanding’ (Rosch 2001, p.237). In my own experience over the
course of this research, the artistic entities—the photographs, poems, and films—not
only embodied the inquiry but gave me a material surface of reflection on which and
with which to do my thinking. The material surface of the film further allows for
reflection by the viewer; by situating the dance in an ordinary public environment, the
dance is seen to take place within ordinary life.
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Dance researcher Sue Stinson notes that ‘a theoretical framework is about
relationships — the relationship between ideas and concepts, between the parts of a
whole’ (Stinson 1995, p.49). Bringing research ideas and concepts into material
embodiment animates these conceptual relationships in exciting ways, by opening up
a wide palette of visual imagery and symbolic language, movement expression,
compositional relationships, tone, rhythm, tension, volume, and texture. It allows for
compassion and connection; it is hard to be moved by a theory, no matter how
beautiful its logic may be, but a poem, a dance or a painting operates at a more primal
level of comprehension that draws us into its world. Artwork can embody mind and
presence in a way that words struggle to match. Eleanor Rosch writes:
The problem is that, by its very nature, whenever you turn to face into or to actively pursue
this ground of the mind, what you see is something else. But the arts can do a great job of
getting through to us because they can slip it to us sideways so to speak (Rosch 2001, p.247).

In this chapter, I describe some of the ways that the process of creating cast, and the
growing internal logic of the thing itself in its taking form, did in fact ‘slip it to me
sideways.’ There were many instances of the work going in a certain direction due to
its own momentum, or my intuitive/aesthetic choices, or chance. At these times my
conceptual, theoretical understanding was led along in its wake. The artwork taught
me. Its materiality showed me the movement of my thinking, not only about how it
was to be made, but also about the dynamics of creative activity in the broader sense.

Creating	
  cast	
  
A creative event does not grasp, it does not take possession, it is an excursion. More often than
not, it requires that one leave the realms of the known, and takes oneself there where one does
not expect, is not expected to be (Trinh Minh-Ha 1991, p. 26).

Here is something we’ve all done: we were conceived (research notes 22 August
2012).
Embryology=gestation=gesture
The gestation contains everything, BEARS the background, emptiness, in physical
manifestation (research notes 9 September 2012).
My ideas about how the performance aspect of this research would manifest ranged
widely over the course of the project, responding to images that arose during
movement sessions in the studio, stream-of-consciousness writing, and reflective
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writing in my research journals. In the beginning I left this aspect intentionally
undefined, leaving it open as a question, trusting that I would know what the
performance would be once I reached the phase of research that revealed this to me. I
did not want to begin with a fixed idea of what I would make, because there was a lot
of research between here and there (there and here); if I were crossing a river, what
would I make on the other side?
The research is in the piece, and the piece is composed by its own conditions. These
conditions include first and foremost the dancers, Fiona and Jason, and their
movement histories and preferences, which in turn condition the development of the
movement material in their bodies and in relation to each other, and to me. Other
conditioning factors include our working relationship, the practice environments
including the studio, the park, and the city locations, and my personal aesthetics, my
‘eye.’ Also factored in is the eye of the three other people holding the cameras on the
morning of the shoot—Cobie Orger, Elanor Webber, and Roy Chu— and their
interpretation of my desires. Still other conditions created the film: The grey skies that
suddenly produced brilliant sunlight just as we were getting in close for the fourth
section; the individual people who passed in and out of camera range, who became
part of the dance and part of the film (my cast of extras); the woman looking for her
hotel room; the man smoking on the terrace of Hamer Hall. The dance/film cast is a
something that is reliant on all of these conditions and more. I could not have
predicted any of it and it could not have created it on a stage; it exists through being
received by the camera.
It’s worth noting the ideas and visions I had along the way, however:
1. A group dance piece on moving platforms—I had a vision of duets between
platforms, on wheels, negotiating their relationship and partnering while on
unstable surfaces that continually changed spatial relationship.
2. A gallery installation including the group dance on platforms as well as film,
photographs, and discussion.
3. A triptych of film screens playing with dancers’ movement passing from one
space to another.
4. An unannounced public performance piece (I remembered a piece I saw on the
streets of San Francisco in the 1990s. The performers, all dressed in blue,
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handed out red carnations). A vision of these performers releasing origami
birds out of their clothes that would somehow float up to the sky—small
helium balloons inside? Subtle, strong images of freedom and connection to
space; meta-physical.
5. Performers on rafts floating down the Maribyrnong River, the piece moving
past the audience on the river’s edge.
6. A film of dancers on rafts (inspired by Trisha Brown’s Raft piece).
7. A pop-up dance event in the city (or a series of these), unannounced.
Reflecting through this list I detect themes of instability, flux, the movement of the
‘stage’ through the space itself, a desire to break apart the frame, the need for
freshness, surprise, drifting, and the pedestrian. These themes share a common
concern with disrupting the perception of the audience, as well as embodying the view
of impermanence, the dance of form and emptiness that the research explores. They
hope to draw attention to ‘presencing’ rather than the ‘present-at-hand’ of the dance,
by shifting perspectives on familiar spaces, pulling the rug out a bit.
My specific questions about the shape of the artwork reflected my questions about the
relationship of emptiness, embodiment, creative activity, and embryology. In the
centre of this relationship is the larger question of making/becoming—the implied
dualism of subject and object that resides in the language of ‘making.’ Is creative
activity active or passive? What gets made and who makes it? Does it emerge
outwards from the inside of an individual person, or go in from the outside, as Cage
suggested? In a Buddhist-influenced threefold perspective that regards the empty
space of potential, sunyata, as aware and intelligent, the question of agency shifts. If
everything is interdependent, I cannot claim to have made this something—the
dance/film cast, for instance—independently, out of nothing. I have noted some of the
other contributing factors. And yet I claim to have made it; my aesthetic choices are
evident within it, and it is mine to distribute, change, or delete. The artwork moves
both in and out in complementarity, it circulates through me, through the viewer,
through the environment. In the process it becomes its own thing, its own material
‘spacetimemattering,’ to borrow a term from Karen Barad (2014). In my experience,
borne by this research, the artwork, like the gestating embryo and the becoming-body,
functions as both subject and object, both noun and verb. It both acts and is acted
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upon. It is made and it is the making, as well as the making of.
I chose the title cast for my first dance/film as a way to articulate this ambiguity and
highlight the interconnectedness of the maker, the made, the perceiver, and the
environment. As Rosch claims:
perceiving and knowing are not something confined to a personified consciousness confined
behind the eyes peering out at a separated world, but are something happening from all of it
together: environment, mind, and organism. The supposed knower (or knowing self) is just a
part or aspect of the presentation of this knowing field (Rosch 2001, p.251).

I had become taken with the word ‘cast’ as a term that embodies the ambiguous
aspects of creative and perceptual activity in phenomenal appearance, as considered
from the perspective of form and emptiness. For me the word calls up images of light
and shadow, of phenomena which are present but also intangible, fleetingly in reliance
on the coming together of current conditions. Buddhist teachings often rely on
metaphors involving casting, such as the reflection of the moon on the surface of a
lake—simultaneously a real appearance and an ungraspable illusion. Shambhala
training features the image of the ‘great Eastern sun,’ the sun that is always rising,
effortlessly casting light on everything equally, without bias (Trungpa 1984). Within
the Dzogchen tradition of Tibetan Buddhism, phenomena coming to presence is said
to be the Ground’s ‘lighting up’ (Germano 1992). In a Tibetan Bon account of
embryology, there is a relatively late stage described as a butter lamp lit within a
house, symbolising the awake mind of the foetus within the developing body
(Vorndran 2002)—in this image the light of the lamp of awareness casts the
materiality of the body. In vajrayana iconography the Buddha emanates as a lightbody, the samboghakaya, in a realm between physical embodiment and pure space,
and tantric practitioners engage in creative visualizations casting themselves in the
image of particular deities.
The word ‘cast’80 is both verb and noun, often indicating a link between the two: a
director casts a performance, the performers are the cast; a sculpture is cast in a
mould, the mould is also called a cast. In this word I find the ‘middle voice’ of speech
that Susan Leigh Foster (2003, p.7) recalls in relation to dance improvisation: ‘With
80

My definition is based on the New Oxford American Dictionary, edited by Angus Stevenson and Christine A.
Lindberg. Oxford University Press, 2010, retrieved 20 February 2011 from <http://0www.oxfordreference.com.library.vu.edu.au/views/ENTRY.html?subview=Main&entry=t183.e1231181>.
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this particular kind of verb—and verbs are the closest of all linguistic elements to
dancing—events occur neither in the active or passive voice.’ Foster finds this middle
voice in the meeting of two people in improvisational relationship, where it is not
often clear if one or the other is leading or following. The middle voice is not a verb
form found in the English language (Foster 2003). In my search for images and words
to describe creative dynamics within this particular paradigm, cast has proven
mercurial and adaptable enough to allow this kind of rich ambiguity as to the source
of a given action or appearance. It evokes Derek Whitehead’s translation of the early
Greek term poiesis as ‘bringing something from concealment into the full light and
radiation of a created work’ (Whitehead 2003, n.p.).
Many of the given meanings of cast evoke a meeting place of intent and materiality,
as in casting sails to the wind, casting a sidelong glance, or casting doubt through
speech. Casting is the activity of focusing one’s intention into the world: casting (a
net) for materials, subsistence, the means to create; casting a spell to create change. I
am struck by the word’s many glosses that signify the ambiguous roles of the doer, the
doing, the done-to, and the done, as well as the matter and materials of making.
Casting activities can involve the play of fluidity and solidity, like pouring molten
metal into a mould, or wrapping wet plaster around a broken arm; the beginning
embodiment of a creative idea, as in casting the actors in a play, or casting on stitches
when beginning to knit. It can also involve things that remain more ethereal—a
feeling, a gaze, a person’s appearance or tone, a search or hunt, even designating the
shape of empty space, as in the cast used to create a three dimensional sculpture. It is
the tossed-away detritus of life processes (worm castings, hawk regurgitations, castoff clothing and possessions given off when no longer needed; the act of shedding).
Then there is the casting of fortunes using straws or dice, frequently used in the
chance operations central to the artistic process of artists who embrace impermanence
and emptiness, such as Cage, Cunningham, and Bradshaw.
The word suggests the intermediary relationship, the middle voice, between subject,
action and object, between space and form, self and environment. The intermediary
space reminds me of the kind of language I see as prevalent in practice-led arts
research articles, words like ‘collision,’ ‘interruption,’ ‘intervention’—all highly
kinetic terms that embody a sense of the materiality and the movement of ideas.
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Practices, questions, people and events interact to create meaning, in a way that
refuses to be pinned down.
Finally, this middle space of the interactive event—the ‘work’ of an art work—is of
course a recurring theme in the reflective writings of many artists, exemplified by
Marcel Duchamp’s ‘art coefficient,’ the gap between the artist’s intention and what an
artwork actually is and does. The artist casts her ideas into the world, casts his own
image, casts a net or a fishing line. What is cast into form is co-created with
everything else.
I chose the material of the three germ layers to begin this piece because that is what
excited me, and I felt it was calling out for further investigation. As I described in
Chapter 5, I had discovered a rich connection between the three-layered stage of
embryology with the triune description of existence represented by the three kayas, or
bodies, and the three aspects of ground, path and fruition. I was also interested in
narrative metaphors of mother, father and child, which ultimately echo my experience
of creating a performance piece in tandem with the environment, technology,
resources and other people involved. The three germ layers are caught up in a field of
‘casting’ the interior situation of an individual person in relation to its exterior world,
while the subjectivity of the interior also casts the exterior world.
My intuitive sense was to begin with creating a duet between a male and female
dancer, which I imagined would be one section of a larger piece or one of several
duets occurring in various locations around the city. I knew I did not want to perform
the work myself, preferring to craft something from the vantage point of audience, to
compose from the director’s chair. The rehearsal process with Fiona and Jason was
adapted from the somatic methodologies I discussed in Chapter 2, and the dancers’
somatic experience was still an important component, but our time together was
highly focused on the end goal of creating a performance piece, and our collective
discussion was on the development of this other entity, this other thing called the
piece. The dancers’ inner somatic wisdom began to meet the shaping of my outside
eye, which was in turn responding to my own inner somatic experience of the
material. The cycling amongst inner and outer experience took the multiple forms of
proprioceptive awareness, verbal and kinaesthetic communication, the taking on of
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movement qualities and intentions, aesthetic choices and logistical considerations. I
led the dancers in specific somatizations of the three germ layers (ectoderm,
endoderm, and mesoderm) with their associated dynamic qualities, and the movement
emerged in response. We explored and analysed qualities of experience, places of
initiation, and ways of coming into contact. Through the rehearsal process, all three of
us deepened our relationship to these aspects of our own experience, as well as our
understanding of how these three foundational layers underlie our present experiences
of being in the world. At various points in rehearsing the piece, we tried setting some
specific choreography, but I found that this didn’t produce as satisfying an experience
as following movement impulses through improvisation, and we quickly let the set
choreography go.
Preparatory notes reveal some of my desires for the piece:
Watching video from last rehearsal:
-how to make it more HUMAN, real, pedestrian, heartful meaty
-the thinking about moving is not what I want to watch here, or to show
-try exploring the balance/perch/suspension moments, hooking from there
-earth and sky
-try outside today, shoes, grass, concrete
(notes before rehearsal 2 July 2013)

My notes during rehearsal were often spare, or in shorthand, as I focused on the
doing, rather than the recording, of the process:
continued from last week
warm-up with three layers in solo exploration
into duet with three layers
hooking is just one option,
in a wider sense we’re folding
(folding the three layers into each other
like folding in egg whites, like crocheting)
into each other, folding internal/external space,
the space around,
the three layers creating the body’s complexity
just hooking, esp with legs, is getting each other tripped up and
stops the movement rather than a flow through
next week bring in animations of
the three layers into gastrulation
somatization of three layers and three brain centres
take more time for this to bring into the duet
(rehearsal notes 9 July 2013)

The kinetic images seen here, of folding, hooking and layering of spaces, illustrate my
felt sense of the interactivity of the three germ layers after gastrulation, after they
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have enfolded into complex strata. More and more I brought the dancers into contact,
drawing on our mutual familiarity with the duet techniques of Contact Improvisation.
The dancing Fiona and Jason are doing in the film, and what we used in rehearsals, is
definitely not the practice of Contact Improvisation (CI), but certainly borrows from
this tradition. Steve Paxton, the founder of CI, described it as a system ‘based in the
senses of touch and balance’ (Paxton 1975, p.40), in discovering pathways of
movement in relation to another’s weight and momentum. The practice of the form
‘has to do with intent, which should be minimal, and the sensing of intent, which
should be maximal’ (Paxton 1975, p.41). The shared point of contact becomes a ‘third
party’ in the co-creation of the unfolding dance (Williams 1996, p.25). For us, moving
in contact provided an ‘other’ to engage with, a source of tactile corporeal feedback as
to the shifting qualities of movement associated with the three germ layers. The
development of the movement material involved each dancer becoming more aware
of these qualities in his or her own movement, but this learning occurred in a dance of
give and take, push and pull, sharing weight with another person, through the shared
points of contact. The dancers each learned from sensing how the other resisted or
invited touch, navigated weight shifts, gave kinaesthetic suggestions, and responded
to the play of force and motion (see Figure 13).

Figure	
  13	
  -‐	
  The	
  dancers	
  rehearsing	
  in	
  the	
  studio	
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During our first few weeks of rehearsals, my image was to have the dance occur as a
‘pop-up,’ an unannounced piece in a public space, somewhere in the Melbourne CBD.
I wrote this note in my research journal after a flash of inspiration. I had fallen asleep
on the couch with my young son, while reading David Michael Levin’s book, The
Body’s Recollection of Being (1985), and awoke with this idea:
A series of performances, unannounced, on the street—following lines of something set like a
sidewalk or a path, a building, railway track, river. The pieces will have men and women, simple
gestures really, I see them heartfelt but not sentimental, present, real—in the world there but not
set in it, a reminder of something else outside the square, the fixity. Bringing back our gestures,
recollecting being, in public, for the public. Each will be loosely influenced by one of the five
elements and the dancers will wear that colour. The colour sets them apart, will make it easier
for the viewer’s eye to tie the performers’ movements together as a whole, in a space without a
staging frame or the pre-set idea that the viewer is going to see a performance. So there won’t be
that kind of preparation for viewing, it will arise spontaneously in the viewer’s field of view,
when it does.
We could start there, with my first duet.

I saw the duet arising as a moment of physical closeness, sharing of weight, and
moving off the centre of balance, in contrast to the typical urban pedestrian
comportment. While I was imagining this pop-up event, however, we were still
rehearsing in the studio. These early explorations were necessarily responding to the
qualities of that situation, that room—the wood floor, dancing with bare feet, the
angle and quality of light, memories of the space, the solitude of the space, and so
forth. But a dance studio, once familiar, becomes almost invisible in the rehearsal
process unless one’s attention is specifically called to it. Once we felt ready—that is,
when we felt enough clarity in our embodiment of these three aspects that we could
carry it out into a more complex environment, we moved into a local park. At this
point the shape of the piece began to fruit; the gestalt of the whole began to emerge
more coherently.
It was during this first rehearsal in the park that I understood that the work would
occur in distinct sections, allowing the dancers time to settle into the dynamics of
each of the three layers. I also realized at this time that there would be a fourth and
final section, being a mixing and overlaying of the first three, and reflecting our dayto-day experience of being in the world. In this same session in the park we accessed
the three layers via a focus on embodying what I called ‘the three gravities:’ the
body’s three main centres of mass—the head, the heart/chest, and the
abdomen/pelvis—that each correspond to one of the germ layers.
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Figure	
  14	
  -‐	
  The	
  dancers	
  rehearsing	
  in	
  Fleming	
  Park	
  

From my notes:
Brought in three centres of gravity, ‘the three gravities’ when J. said he felt his torso was frozen,
unmoving.
The periphery of the head centre is the senses—vision, hearing.
Periphery of the heart centre is the arms and hands.
Periphery of the gut centre is the legs and feet.
Starting at the periphery can draw us in, or starting in can support the extension, reach,
expression and exploration into space.
The three gravities—three centres of gravity
Responsiveness to each other (arms/heart/meso)
Responsiveness to your own inner impulses and presence and instinct (legs/pelvis/endo/gut
brain)
And to the outer environment (head/eyes and ears/face/head brain/ecto)
It’s responsiveness, not responsibility
Presence, local shifting decentralised awareness (so not always conscious higher brain).
(11 September 2013 rehearsal Fleming Park)

This idea of the responsiveness of each of the three centres of gravity each with its
own peripheral extensors, and the associated three brains (head, heart, gut) arose in
observing the dancers working together in the park environment. The outdoor setting
brought qualities of spaciousness and unpredictability, as compared to the familiar
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studio. As an observer, the spaciousness heightened my perception of the body-mind’s
responsiveness to and with the space it moves in, and more specifically, how each
germ layer organizes that responsiveness differently. It was at this point that the
environment (the site) came into focus for me as an equal partner in the piece; I
became aware that I was casting a dance of figure and ground together (see Figure
14).
When I visited Melbourne’s Central Business District (the CBD) to scope potential
sites for the dance to take place, I was taken with the flows of movement—the
pedestrian activity—through (and as part of) the spaces. At this time I was still
imagining the performance as a live pop-up, but also wanted video documentation, so
I was looking for potential out-of-the-way spots for a camera to record the whole of
the scene as the dance happened. This meant I was simultaneously kinaesthetically
feeling for the space from a dancer’s perspective and visually sensing from both a
spectator’s perspective (which would necessarily be fluctuating), and that of the
camera(s). I carried a small camera to document possible sites, and for the experience
of seeing through the lens. As is my practice with still photography, I noticed what my
eye was drawn to when framed by the lens: the geometries of the space created by
buildings, windows, and bridges across a large range of scale; the contrasting
movements of pedestrians, birds, trains, the river, things blown by the wind, and
flashes of colour. I was especially drawn to the contrast between the colours of
people’s clothing and the background tones of buildings and sky. I visualized the
dancers in various spaces, considering their level of visibility—would they blend in or
stand out as distinct? I saw a man in a red jacket, and thought again of Trisha Brown's
(1971) Roof Piece, which I had been reminded of at a recent dance history conference.
Brown’s piece featured dancers dressed entirely in red, performing a dance
accumulation by relay across a series of New York City rooftops against a grey
skyline (see Brown 1975; Graham 2013). The image of these dancers in red staging
an intervention in the city—a sea of blacks and greys—stayed with me, and I began to
see my dancers in red as well.
The idea to create a film out of cast instead of a pop-up event began percolating on
that first scouting trip, fueled by my interest in seeing movement through the camera
lens. Upon our first rehearsal in the city—during which our presence went largely
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unnoticed—the decision was made. In the development of a different project, the
relative invisibility of the performers would have been fine, perhaps even welcomed.
For this project, however, I realized that I wanted to create something that would be
seen, and not just fleetingly. I wanted to have a material fruition with which to relate,
as an artist and as a reflective researcher, and to have an artwork through which to
share my perceptions.
In October 2012 I was invited to attend the ‘Performing the Word’ writing retreat for
postgraduate research students. For the first assignment I wrote a short piece,81 which
I titled ‘The Visitors,’ about these dancers that I imagined, their characters fully
dressed in red. What emerged in this writing task helped me to articulate some of my
desires for the piece:
The Visitors
We are wearing red, and bearing something vital: a propulsion of heart in this sea of grey and
black, breathing life into the dead sea. Casting form in the form of gestures, your lost gestures,
collected. Do we appear alien? Look closer; we’re not. We are doing this for you. We are you.
You have begun to measure your movement by the ends, in paces, steps taken, lengths gone
to, progress made—from back-there to up-ahead. But what bears the measurer? Who measures
the means? What we mean to measure is the air on our skin, the heat of the sun, the thrust of
earth felt in our femurs, the soles of our feet, the heart’s rhythm shared. We can’t do this and
talk on the phone at the same time. We owe this to each other.
The space between us is one of mystery, a gaping gulf of unknowable, and that’s the way we
like it. Easy? No, I didn't say easy. However, seeing as how it is the place where all possibility
resides, we think it best to leave that gap of space open. Walling it up in tight definition is
folly, and brings measured death before dying.
So, we are wearing red to remind you of our common arterial insides, and the blood pumping
there. We could be dressed in white, and that might have reminded you of the spaces inside
which do not need to be filled, which are self-filling. Or maybe green? Green might have
reminded you of trees or envy or your mother’s emerald rings or what you wanted to be when
you grew up. Or maybe blue, like the sky or the sea, a place you might sit back and reflect a
while…. well, whatever, at some point we had to choose and we chose heart, because we love
you.
Do we appear alien? Look closer; we’re not. We are doing this for you.

81

This was the first assignment in the Performing the Word Writers Retreat, taught by Ron Adams and Natasha
Ayres, a joint project of Victoria University and Edith Cowan University. The assignment, borrowed from Greg
Dening’s workshop series Performing on the Beaches of the Mind, was to ‘Take an event out of your research that
is in some way critical for your thesis/project,’ and ‘Transform it into a story in whatever tense, whatever person,
whatever voice you want. Gamble a bit.’ We performed our stories on the first day of the retreat.
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Although only partly dressed in red, I feel that some traces of The Visitors, and their
intent of ‘we are doing this for you’ remain in the duet and that in a sense, for me,
these imaginary dancers haunt the streetscape of cast.
The journey of choosing the space was an intuitive one. I noted some locations felt
unwelcoming, such as the denser streetscapes of the CBD away from the river, yet I
felt drawn to and welcomed by the river and waterfront areas, and the adjacent arts
precinct. Kim Dovey, in his book Fluid City (2005) on the development of the
Melbourne waterfront, describes the waterfront and beach areas of a city as ‘marginal’
and ‘interstitial’ spaces which manage to escape the market-driving control and
‘instrumentalism’ of the denser heart of the central business district (Dovey 2005,
p.17). This affirmed, and gave voice to, my sensed experience of where the creative
intervention of cast might be welcomed (or at least ignored, as often turned out to be
the case). I chose five or six suitable spaces, from which the final four were chosen in
a group visit with the dancers.
In my description of the sections of cast in Chapter 5, I noted some of the ways that
each space resonated with the material of its particular section—in particular, how the
openness and pedestrian flows of the bridge supported embodying the ectoderm and
path, the canopy of trees supported the inward focus and slowness of the endoderm
and ground, the cement surfaces of the terrace supported the tangible physicality of
the mesoderm and fruition, and the sweeping arcs of the sculpture supported the
fluctuating perspectives of enfolding the three layers. What fascinates me about this
process is how the particular spaces were chosen intuitively, almost randomly, and yet
they seem to embody the mind of the exact aspect of experience that each section
intends to highlight. This is one way that the spaces, along with the people who
inhabit them, reflect my thinking, my mind, back to me. For example, when I chose a
bridge for the opening section, I hadn’t yet begun to use the metaphor of a bridge to
describe the activity of path. It was only through working on editing the piece, and
writing of the experience, that this became clear. This is the intuitive language of
symbolism—obvious symbols such as a bridge, a bird, scaffolding, even particular
shapes within the bridge, or the symbolism of a man and woman giving and taking
each other’s weight—these all appear and operate at subconscious levels. As
Bainbridge Cohen (2008, p.161) said, the conscious, higher brain is often ‘the last to
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know.’
I will add here that these spaces are all in high demand and frequently changing. I
caught them at a specific moment in time. An example: in the film there are several
padlocks noticeable on the cables of the footbridge, probably less than a hundred of
them, inscribed with the names of lovers symbolically locked together ‘forever.’ Over
two years later, I read that their number had reached over twenty thousand, and
further, that they have all just been removed by the city. The area around Forward
Surge, the sculpture that frames the final section of cast, was free of people on the day
of filming save one young family, but on the day I returned to record sound, the entire
forecourt was taken over by a festival, complete with a soundstage and tables for
dining. In many ways we got lucky, but it feels like more than that. In Tibetan
Buddhism there is an expression, tashi tendrel, which means ‘auspicious coincidence.’
This is what I feel when I watch the film, when I see the large crowd of people
emerge on the Hamer Hall terrace, and the workmen rolling the scaffolding—these
appearances, auspicious and incidental, embody the qualities of mesoderm as much as
the planned dancing. The man smoking on the terrace, the quality of the light through
the leaves, under the trees, the sudden burst of light that reveals the dancers’
reflections in the surface of the sculpture—I feel these elements are as much a part of
the piece as what was generated in the dance studio, cast by auspicious coincidence
on the morning of filming.
I mentioned earlier that I progressed from the idea of cast as a pop-up event to that of
a dance/film. There are moments in the film where there are elements of both. In the
first and third sections, where the camera takes in more of the pedestrian environment,
we do see a few people respond to the dancers in some way, almost as audience. In
these moments there is a sense of the documented pop-up that I initially envisioned.
In the final working, from my vantage as a viewer of cast, these people are no longer
perceived as separate witnesses to the dance but become part of it. I feel this adds to
the ambiguity: who makes the piece, how it is cast, who are the performers, who is the
audience? The work has become something larger than includes the people who saw it
in the making, even if they don’t know what they were seeing and helping to make.
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Figure	
  15	
  -‐	
  The	
  four	
  sections	
  taking	
  shape,	
  19	
  October	
  2013	
  

The shaping and structuring of the material for the film served to further clarify my
understandings of the aspects of ground, path and fruition as expressed through the
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germ layers. Two documents help illustrate some of the creative planning that led to
this clarity of process. Figure 15, a scan from my research journal, shows a beginning
visual organization of the themes into four sections. This is an example of how I
organized my thoughts as a choreographer, with the philosophical, somatic, visual,
environmental, and compositional elements intertwined.
Notes that I wrote before speaking with Cobie, the lead camera artist, show some of
the ways that the choreographic and thematic elements, as described above,
influenced and resonated in the filmic language of the piece:
Ecto: shorter bits edited, more sympathetic nervous system, changes of focus, fragmented
Long shots showing movement across the bridge
Not super close up, keep a sense of the space, environment
Endo: stillness, breath, restful; stillness of focus like watching wildlife
Close ups, details of touch, moments of yielding contact
And this will be in contrast to the other pedestrian activity
Meso: one long shot showing them receding
A 2nd shot with 2 cameras follow dancers along
Want to emphasize the physicality, the dancers being in the space and making it their own
Mix: cameras can track around the space and change views
So the sculpture frames the dancers in varying ways
Ok to include other cameras in shot, and me
Feel of folding, mixing, shifting perspective and POV that’s natural, not hurried but not static
Appearing and disappearing (Camera thoughts, notes for Cobie, 22 October 2013).

Editing	
  
The process of editing film embodies its own modes of dialogue with the material. In
working with footage from three or four different cameras, I spliced together multiple
perspectives on the same event. In doing this I create a new event out of the
relationship between parts. In editing, I discovered that the film cut functions in a
similar way to the enfolding of the cell membrane in cytokinesis. ‘[D]ifferentiating is
a material act that is not about radical separation, but on the contrary, about making
connections and commitments’ (Barad 2010, p.266). The film folds in on itself,
joining up some surfaces and swallowing up others:
When I make edits in the film it’s a cell division, the parts separate, the membrane closes over
to create a new surface to articulate with another. New relationships are made possible through
a cut or trim of the clip (research notes 12 May 2014).
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Each film cut creates a new contingency in space and time; it brings the events of
perception and memory into refractive, engaging relationship.
Editing software allowed me to alter the timing of emergence, of coming to presence,
the playing out of the moving image, and through this, to further refine the particular
qualities I wanted to highlight in each section. Largely because of the way that we set
about gathering footage—for instance, I did not script specific shots, and the
storyboarding was very open to improvisation on the part of the camera artists as well
as the dancers—crafting the film in the post-production phase was a process of
discovery for me. As I note here, the resulting film is an opportunity to watch
something emerge, but the process of making it was a similarly unfolding experience:
I am getting close to finishing cast. What is becoming clear to me is how the moving image—
including the movement of the dancers but also of the environment, pedestrians, movement of
leaves in the wind, the water, etc., as well as the movement of the camera itself, all combine
into an ongoing image, the creation and dissolution of which seems to be occurring as you
watch—because film is a function of time, it gives the impression of watching something
emerge, watching the process of presencing, of becoming (research notes 21 May 2014).

In working with the movement and duration of film as a medium, I was deeply
influenced by the writings of Bill Viola. Viola is a highly acclaimed video artist as
well as a longtime Zen practitioner. His journal notes speak to connections between
the moving image and the movement of mind, or consciousness, that influenced my
ability to see the potential of film to craft an unfolding and evolving event. Viola
wrote, for example:
It is not the monitor, or the camera, or the tape, that is the basic material of video, but time
itself. Once you begin to work with time as an elemental material, then you have entered the
domain of conceptual space. A thought is a function of time, not a discrete object. It is a
process of unfoldment, an evolving thread of the living moment. Awareness of time brings you
into a world of process, into moving images that embody the movement of human
consciousness itself. If light is the basic material of the painter or photographer, then duration
is the materia prima of the time-based arts of cinema and video. Duration is to consciousness
as light is to the eye (Viola 1995, p. 173).

The unfoldment of the video’s image, as with live performance, is sequential. What
appears as movement in video is a moment-by-moment succession of separate still
frames that are reconstituted into a whole in, and by, the mind of the viewer. Viola
describes the viewing experience thus:
…during its normal presentation, viewers can only physically experience video one frame at a
time. One can never witness the whole thing at once; by necessity it exists only as a function
of individual memory. This paradox gives video its living dynamic nature as part of the stream
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of human consciousness (Viola 1995, p.173).

As I watched back through cast in each progressive stage of editing, and even now, as
I check for the sections that flow and ‘speak’ in the way that I want them to, to see
how the work embodies the philosophy on which it is based, more and more I am able
trace this flow of thought (and somatic response, which is a different mode of
thought) that progresses through my experience. I pay attention to how viewing the
work moves me, how I receive it at a visceral level, what kind of presence and insight
it elicits within me. Like working with any material, it’s an artist’s feel, an implicit or
direct sense of what is working and what is not; Susan Melrose’s (2007) ‘expertintuitive operation.’ With editing film this sense is a function of time, a flow along a
trajectory of experience across the twelve and a half minutes of the piece.
As a maker, I appreciate the beauty of being able to make small adjustments or big
radical changes, and feel how each change of edit—each new contingency created—
moves me differently. Digital video files are endlessly forgiving, allowing me to play
with options until it feels right, which also allows me to identify further what feels
wrong, and why. During editing I became clearer about the qualities I want each
section to highlight, to embody, and saw how I might have directed the dancers
differently. Watching and editing teaches me what I am trying to ‘say’ as I am saying
it. My mind becomes embodied in the artwork itself—it is the process of my thinking
and being—yet, being the product of many hands and minds, it is also an embodiment
of the greater mind that is not contained by only my consciousness or imagination.

Postcards	
  for	
  John	
  Cage	
  
I created Postcards during a period of intensive thesis writing and relative isolation,
after moving to a new and much smaller city. In my new home I see more birds than
people; they are a significant part of my day. One day I noticed five birds on the
power lines outside, in a balanced formation, and as I watched, their movements
became a dance quintet. This is how the film began, by recording my perception of
the dance of these five birds, and then experimenting with re-staging and recontextualizing this dance through editing (see Figure 16). The making of Postcards
extended my Miksang practice into perceptions with duration, beginning by capturing
moving images, like the five birds, that drew my attention in a flash of perception. I
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filmed more birds, as well as shadows moving on the wall, waves on the nearby river,
my son throwing himself repeatedly into the sand, my own shadow slowly moving
across the grass in the backyard, the sky. In the editing process I began to distort,
overlap and juxtapose the caught perceptions through super-imposing two or three
images and adding effects. The work began with Miksang-inspired practice, but the
aesthetic rendering and manipulation of the footage departs from this practice
considerably. I took the invitation of Cage’s 4’33” of found sounds in the silence,
using this same time structure and noticing what images occurred naturally in the
immediate vicinity of my house, where I was writing this thesis, and often feeling
caged. As the logic of the piece emerged, I added in the scenes from the nearby beach,
and older footage of myself improvising dance in a studio. The dance clips had been
created specifically for my research candidature presentation, the same presentation
that included the diagram at the top of Chapter 1. Including Postcards here brings the
work full circle, to the opening moves of my research project’s conception, and
embodies the inseparability of the space(s), time(s) and environment(s) in which this
research was conducted. The title pays homage to Cage and my art elders. My
intention is that it serve as a conclusion, to be viewed after reading the written thesis.

Figure	
  16	
  -‐	
  Bird	
  quintet,	
  still	
  from	
  Postcards	
  for	
  John	
  Cage	
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Conclusion	
  
Mary Jane Jacob writes of the Buddhist-inspired artists in Grain of Emptiness, that
they:
choose art as their means. Thus the very creation of art becomes a necessity for them. It is of
personal necessity, too, that they share moments of awareness with others. So while they make
art for their own understanding, their work is ultimately intended to communicate their
insights with others, and in this, they reaffirm one of the essential reasons why we have art
(Jacob in Brauen & Jacob 2010, p.25).

While the creative practice itself ‘cultivates the mind’ (Jacob in Brauen & Jacob 2010,
p.27) and encourages awareness, the material engagement with the something being
made is essential to the communication of perceptions. It is through the demands of
attending completely to the presence of the thing being made that the material can
teach us, can reflect our minds back to us in the making.
Then the mind-in-making, being fully present in the experience of the process, gives to the
work of art its presence, too. It is this quality that draws us into a work that first was a
revelation for the artist as it emerged from a process of creative inquiry’ (Jacob in Brauen &
Jacob 2010, p. 27).

Within the fruition of the work of art is the mind-in-making—the emergence of form
out of the open field of potential that is the ground of emptiness. We can enter the
threefold logic of ground, path and fruition from any of its three aspects. A work of art
allows us to begin with fruition—the thing made that is distinctly, uniquely
something—and invites us in to contemplate the path of its making as well as our
perceptual experience of it. It has the potential to draw awareness to the full gestalt
quality of figure (fruition) and ground as one presencing dynamic, in the activity of
perception. Heidegger touched on this dynamic in his articulation of presencing and
poeisis:
presencing does not mean mere presence, but emerging and opening up...what presences only
presences in emerging, and precisely not in the presence that has congealed into permanence
(Heidegger in Levin 1999, p.125).

Heidegger (1977, p.11) proposed poiesis as the bringing-forth dynamic by which
things come to appear, as a revealing, in a suggestion that resonates with Buddhist
philosophy.82 Opening up to what presences also includes opening up to the Ground
of its presencing.
82
For an overview of the extensive scholarship linking Heidegger and Eastern thought see Ma and van Brakel
2006. Nelson 2012 compares Heidegger’s thought with Chan Buddhism. My primary influences in this arena have
been David Michael Levin (1985; 1987; 1999); and Herbert Guenther (1984; 1989). Guenther has been singularly
influential in opening up connections between the two, in that he employed terminology from later Heidegger to
translate Buddhist texts. Harry Hunt writes that, ‘for Guenther, Heidegger’s increasingly poetic and metaphoric
attempts to “say” Being clearly intend the same meaning as the Buddhist practices’ (Hunt 1995, p.221).
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John Baker recalls that Chogyam Trungpa, in 1971, while teaching an introduction to
Buddhism class, drew a picture on the blackboard:
Then he stepped back and asked: ‘What is this a picture of?’ Of course no one wanted to say
the obvious, and there was an extended silence until finally some fellow raised his hand and
said, ‘It’s a picture of a bird.’
Rinpoche replied, ‘It’s a picture of the sky’ (Baker 2015, n.p.).

The view of poiesis offers an antidote to habitual enframing, our tendency to focus on
and value the figure (the bird) and disregard the ground (the sky): to regard more
highly that which is seen as more permanent and measurable. ‘Enframement, like the
picture frame, defines what is to be seen as part of the picture. Anything outside the
frame has no legitimate meaning’ (Bolt 2011, p.75). Buddhist philosophy and Dharma
Arts practice of course challenge this view, as did the avant-garde and pedestrian
artists that have influenced my work and writing. Embracing emptiness and poiesis,
even in the practice of making things and naming those things as my works of art, I
am not searching for something solid to hold onto and claim, but rather recognize that
what I make becomes something else when released into the world.
The final assignment in the poetry class mentioned in Chapter 1 was to send out a
poem for publication. This act ‘completes’ the work. The artwork is activated by its
reception, and in its transmutation by those who receive it. As Jacob notes, sharing the
artwork is a necessity because that is part of its purpose, the sharing of awareness and
specific perceptions. The benefit of creating films and photographs is that they can be
shared repeatedly across time and space, with ease. Since I created cast it has been
shown at two conferences (in the US and Belgium) without me being physically
present, as part of an independent film event at an arts festival in Melbourne, and at a
cinema group event in my new town. As Bill Viola (1995, p.173) wrote:
I have come to realize that the most important place where my work exists is not in the
museum gallery, or in the screening room, or on television, and not even on the video screen
itself, but in the mind of the viewer who has seen it. In fact, it is only there that it can exist.

As the films and photographs are broadcast into the world they become made by those
who view them. According to the algebra of Duchamp’s art coefficient, each person
will transmute each artwork into a different experience. But this is where the work
lives, in the minds of those who receive it.
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Chapter	
  7.	
  Conclusions	
  and	
  questions	
  
We are not static, but rather, always in the process of becoming (Robinson 2008, p.304).
Nothing is usually bigger than something (Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen).83

The	
  emergence	
  of	
  research	
  questions	
  
As part of my BMC practitioner training there was a weekly session called
‘questions,’ during which we could ask any questions we had, usually by asking them
aloud to the whole group. At first there was an expectation that we would get answers.
When Bainbridge Cohen taught, she would respond to some, if there was a clear point
of confusion, but the real purpose of the session was the questioning, not the
answering. At the end of the class, she would say to us with a smile, ‘I hope I haven’t
answered any of your questions.’
It reminds me of this cartoon I came across last week, an older man walking with a younger
boy. The older man says ‘In my day we didn’t have google, we had unanswered questions.’ I
like unanswered questions (research notes 14 August 2012).

As evidenced by this written document, the course of my research followed a
trajectory that responded to a developing line of inquiry. I entered the territory of
practice with a wide horizon of interests rather than a pin-pointed question. An
ongoing series of specific questions guided the research—I constantly ask questions—
but these questions arose as somatic, kinaesthetic, and aesthetic ‘problems’ as often as
they arose in words. Often I would experience a glimmer of articulation into verbal
logic, but it would feel, as when just waking from a dream, that if I tried too hard to
put these intuitive glimmers into paragraph shape, they would dissolve between my
fingers as I typed. Bainbridge Cohen teaches that often the nervous system, in its
functioning as the recorder of experience, can be ‘the last to know’ what the body
understands at a cellular or reflexive level (Bainbridge Cohen 2008, p.161).
As is well documented in practice-led research literature, there are many ways of
knowing, based on many modes of inquiring. Estelle Barrett (2007) draws on the
work of John Dewey, Bruno Latour, Donald Schön, and Michael Polyani, to articulate
the various kinds of knowledge that practice-led research generates, and how we
83
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might identify that knowledge. Schön, for example, first articulated the concepts of
‘reflection-in-action’ and ‘reflection-on-action,’ differentiating the kinds of
intelligence(s) that operate in the midst of immersive artistic (or other skilled) activity
from those surface activities such as ‘writing up.’ These reflective methods allow the
practitioner-researcher to ‘surface and criticize the tacit understandings that have
grown up around the repetitive experiences of a specialised practice, and make new
sense of the situations of uncertainty or uniqueness which he may allow himself to
experience’ (Schön in Barrett 2007, p.118). Barrett also notes, following Dewey, that
‘only in reflection, does the resolution of various instances of experience and
adjustment become intellectual. In actual occurrence they are emotional and sensory’
(Barrett 2007, p.117). The ‘becoming intellectual’ of the felt experience, through a
complex relay of information from sensory to cognitive, is part of the communication
and translation of the somatic and artistic work into a written document. Part of the
challenge for me, as for other practice-led researchers who are interested in
communicating through more traditional modes of writing, is finding ways to allow
the ‘tacit knowledge’ to surface ‘without flattening the liveliness of the somatic,
aesthetic approach’ (Mercer & Robson 2012, p.16).
Only in hindsight, and in this reflective process of recording lived experience (in
reflection-on-action), along with narrating and anthologizing my research practice,
can I now further articulate my research questions. These questions were generated
through and with somatic and creative research practices. I notice that these questions
that have emerged sound like a starting place for a doctoral research project, but the
sequence of things, in practice, is not so straightforward. They include:
§

What are the organizing dynamics that create our bodies as ‘something’ out of
‘nothing’?

§

What are the qualities of embodiment in the context of ‘form is emptiness, and
emptiness is none other than form’?

§

How is embodiment of my body related to the embodiment of what I perceive
as the world around me?

The somatic and creative methods that I used to engage these questions are ones that
take the lived experience of the body as both the researcher and the researched. The
main players to emerge in this study are the organizational and enactive movement
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gestures of embryological patterning, as an embodiment of, and as entry to exploring,
those creative dynamics. Which leads to a final question:
§

How then might this embryological narrative, and the dynamics it reveals as
its essence, suggest narratives of creative practice and artistic production?

For me, the stage of finding the narrative of my research arc (Murphy 2012) has come
late, with the final reflective activity of writing this thesis. I do not mean to suggest
that all of the writing scrambles along chasing after the ‘real’ research, which is
somatic and artistic, but rather that I engage in various modes of experience, action,
and reflection that operate on their own timelines. Reading and writing have been
central research activities since the first day, but it is the specific challenge of
academic writing, particularly in the ‘end stages’ of the research, that affords new
opportunities to connect and clarify. ‘The labour of academic writing is a powerful
means to cultivate such reflexivity: through crafting words over time, one can come to
understand one’s practice and its contexts in new ways’ (Murphy 2014, p.178). As I
labour to create this thesis I feel the distinct emergence of an anthology of practice, in
my voice and the voices of the several hundred authors and practitioners that are
gathered together and interwoven into my research process. From its early Greek
roots, the word ‘anthology’ literally means to ‘gather’ (legein) or ‘collect’ (logia) a
selection of flowers (anthos).84 It feels a fitting term for the gathering together of the
elements that constitute and represent my research journey. It also speaks to an image
I have of a field of voices—these voices from across two and half thousand years and
many continents. It recalls Martha Eddy’s (2009, p.6) description of the field of
somatics as a ‘field of wildflowers with unique species randomly popping up across
wide expanses.’
Leah Mercer describes the challenge she faced of managing multiple perspectives and
languages in practice-led research across the fields of performance and physics. She
landed on the image of Indra’s net, an infinite net of jewels that stretches across the
sky. The beauty of Indra’s net is that each jewel reflects every other jewel within it,
thus symbolizing the interdependence of all existence. For Mercer, this image held her
experience of ‘the following of tangents and offshoots, looking for the moments and
84

Oxford Dictionaries Online, retrieved 20 May 2015,
<http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/anthology>.
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places where they intersect,’ that characterizes creative and reflective research
practice (Mercer 2012, p.119). While I love this image and what it represents, as well
as appreciate its Mahayana Buddhist heritage, my own experience has felt more akin
to the manual, tactile labour of kneeling on the ground, pulling flowers out by the
roots, examining weeds, stepping back to admire (or, at times, to feel overwhelmed
by) the vast expanse of the field, then being drawn in by the details—the colour,
texture, proportion, smell—of a single blade of grass. My field of inquiry is wide, and
at any point in that field one could dig deep. In this field, to pull at one thread of
thought can lead to a tangle without end or solution. Or, as Mark Stevenson describes
it:
That perennial problem of the researcher/writer: tangles of threads everywhere. Which ones
do we follow, and how much should we disentangle, unravel? A question on the level of
metaphor, ‘Is it the threads that enmesh us, or the loops they form?’ Unravelling the tangle,
lining up the threads, don’t we lose, or even destroy, some of humanity’s loopiness. Isn’t
perhaps being tied up in knots the best entry into an understanding of human life and
behaviour? How can you describe a tangle if you have straightened out all the threads?
Shouldn’t we be tying ourselves and our readers in knots? (Stevenson 2003, par. 1)

In managing my own loopiness, and in trying to contain this project to within
manageable parameters, I have had to exercise discipline not to take in, and tie in,
every thread of interest. There are some that I carried with me for a long time and then
dropped. In some cases it has been productive to enter into a comparative
conversation between voices, in other cases a footnote indicates points of potential
further study, and in other cases I’ve had to turn completely away from compelling
lines of thought that felt simply too large to engage with at this time. There are more
familiar voices that might appear conspicuously absent to some readers.85 Perhaps
further conversations will occur in the future.

Conclusions	
  
When I began this research project my aim was to contribute to interdisciplinary
conversations by placing myself in the centre of an overlapping territory of practice.
In particular, I proposed to extend the somatic practices of BMC and embodied ways
of knowing to the disciplines of philosophy and art-making within academic
discourse, and to bring Tibetan Buddhist philosophy to practices of embodiment. I
85

In particular I suspect the works of Merleau-Ponty, Deleuze, Cixous and De Certeau would likely all add
interesting perspectives to my research questions. Besides the constraints of my framework, I do feel their work is
already well represented and extended in the field of artistic research.
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took as my inspiration those artists who practice at the intersection of Buddhist
thought and, predominantly, a pedestrian aesthetic. As I shared through the contextual
review, these disciplines—somatics/BMC, Tibetan Buddhism, and arts practice—are
all well-established and in possession of their own practice methods, yet each remains
open to the hybridizing play of individual experience. Returning to the opening
schematic of Chapter 1 illustrating the territory of my research, I could animate the
three overlapping circles as three vast bodies of water—each one a live and evolving
ecosystem with fluctuating borders. As a researcher/practitioner, I drop pebbles from
one pond into another. In the centre of the three, I play with the images that arise in
the water, a moving surface of reflection and refraction, dissolution and dispersal,
coherence and clarity.
Throughout this thesis I have suggested specific instances where I feel this work
might contribute to ongoing scholarship and practice between disciplines. For
example, I have articulated adaptable somatic reflection methods such as studio
reading, transcribing talking-while-moving and timed writing, as support for engaging
corporeally in philosophical questioning. My theoretical insights, such as the
resonance between the three germ layers, Tibetan yab-yum iconography, and the logic
of ground, path, and fruition, arose through an immersive somatic practice which
surfaces, through these methods, with knowledge. Through this process I also
discovered points of resonance between somatic practice techniques and those of
Tibetan Buddhist practice, for example the three prajnas (hearing, contemplation,
meditation) and the cycle of visualization, somatization and embodiment in BMC. I
have suggested this as a model for understanding the progressive development of
knowledge and insight within practice-led research methods.
This research has been an adventure in observing creative production, the path, that
dances between form and emptiness. My conclusion is that the body, like an artwork,
is poietic. I believe one of my key contributions to interdisciplinary scholarship is in
the writing of what might be called a poetics of the body. This draws on the work of
Laurence Louppe (2010, p.5) who notes that the term poetics indicates ‘enter(ing) the
realm of forming/transforming (in Greek, poiein).’ For Louppe, studying dance invites
tracing the process of the dance arising, through interrogating the choreographer’s
unique ground and generative methods. She proposes that any question or discussion
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about what the dance is requires deep consideration of its particular modes of
thinking:
understanding dance involves knowledge not only of its products but also of its practices. The
art of movement can only be understood by implicating one’s knowledges in it, and usually by
involving oneself in its activity, in its poiein/making, where creative processes are already
charged with the artistic complexity that they are employed to make visible’ (Louppe 2010,
p.6).

She offers this as an alternative approach to one more commonly taken in dance
studies, that of ‘taking up a critical position outside the making of dance:’
The poetic approach implies another division of labour. The analysing subject is not assigned
a fixed point: s/he is invited to move between discourse and practice, sensing and doing,
perception and implementation. This is really the only way to touch an art’s thought: to
observe not only the finished product but the production at work in the work (Louppe 2010,
p.6).

Following Louppe’s argument, my research operates by observing the ‘production at
work in the work’ of embodiment. I have ‘implicated my knowledges’ in the body’s
generative practices, by interrogating the dynamics at work in embryological
‘production.’ In identifying the lived body as something presencing, embryology
becomes a living dynamic to be accessed experientially through somatic, and creative,
practices. Embodied embryology provides a poietic view of corporeality.
This poietic view incorporates Tibetan Buddhist perspectives on the body as
aggregate appearance, as the play of consciousness and the five elemental forces, and
ultimately as emptiness. My group research sessions into the five elemental phases
allowed me to articulate a movement language, based on the interacting dynamics of
the elements, that can be applied to creative practice. Thus it makes a contribution to
practice as well as theory, in providing dancers, other artists, and somatic practitioners
who work outside of the Buddhist tradition access to this dynamic model.
The somatic exploration of cell division opened up a new practice dialogue between
somatics, philosophies of nondualism, and new materialism, a dialogue which will
continue beyond this project as I continue to research the implications of the gesture
of ‘becoming two.’ These contributions are based in somatic methods and as such
intend to make a claim for the value of embodied experience in academic research and
discourse.
As reliant as my research is on the somatic experience, it would not have come to
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fruition without the opportunity of making artworks. The artworks communicate
through immediate presence of perceptual experience. I have drawn on FischerLichte’s concept of radical presence that transcends mind-body duality to articulate
the ordinary beauty of the everyday, in a way that lends embodied experience to
aesthetic experience. I propose that Dharma Art practices such as Miksang, that
promote mind-body synchronization, can benefit from somatic practice, as a
methodology for heightening embodied awareness. At the same time, the visual
contemplative practice of Miksang draws the senses outward from that deep somatic
immersion into fresh perception of the surrounding world. By developing filmic
practices extended from Miksang and Dharma Arts, I intend to further bring
awareness to embodied perception. In this way my research works to establish bridges
between somatic, aesthetic and contemplative experience that can further the
intentions of each.
In experiencing ourselves as fruition in the immediate, as embodied beings, the
corporeal experience itself can be appreciated for its own complex exquisite beauty.
As Shusterman (1999, p.299) argues, the ‘proprioceptive beauty’ of ‘one’s own body
from within’ is part of aesthetic experience. The body ‘speaks,’ as an artwork speaks,
through being, through presence. And, like a work of art, the proprioceptive beauty of
the body can invite us to contemplate its becoming, and its ground of being. Fruition,
embodiment, the body, contains the entire universe of possibility. In an early teaching,
the Buddha says:
I tell you, friend, that it is not possible by traveling to know or see or reach a far end of the
cosmos where one does not take birth, age, die, pass away, or reappear. But at the same time, I
tell you that there is no making an end of suffering and stress without reaching the end of the
cosmos. Yet it is just within this fathom-long body, with its perception and intellect, that I
declare that there is the cosmos, the origination of the cosmos, the cessation of the cosmos,
and the path of practice leading to the cessation of the cosmos (Thanissaro Bhikkhu 1997,
n.p.).

Somatic practice, and particularly explorations of embryology, have the potential to
open up the experience of this ‘fathom-long body’ as something always coming to
presence, to witness it as the mysterious play of emptiness, interdependence,
embeddedness, creativity, motility, cohesion, dispersal, refraction, circulation,
perception, and so on, not just as theory but as felt, embodied experience. By
extending the somatic experience into artistic realms, I challenge notions of ‘the
body,’ and suggest that the body(-mind) is always in circulation with the outer world
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and everything in it. Through the fruition of the things we make, we disperse, interact
with the world, and refresh ourselves continually.
I began this thesis with two quotes, from Agnes Martin and John Cage. In closing, I
acknowledge the two endless directions of movement, in and out, that continue to
create and circulate, bringing internal and external experience into dialogue. It is my
hope that the photographs and words presented here, along with the two dance/films,
the ‘somethings’ that this research has produced, can go in and remind us of the
‘nothing’ space of possibility and the creative activity that is present in every thing.
Readers are now invited to view Postcards for John Cage, which also serves as a
conclusion.86
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7 September 2011 studio research session: somatization and discussion, earth and
water elements
Letting yourself rest into the floor, and through the floor into the earth. It doesn’t have
to be stillness... starting to feel your weight, allowing yourself to yield into gravity...
Waking up the surfaces that are in contact with the floor, as they meet the floor, as
they meet the surfaces. So it’s not just passive, you’re relaxing but there’s also a
presence to it.
I’m interested in the cellular pattern in BMC when you’re imaging yourself as one
cell, a one-celled creature, and a sense of not having to go anywhere and not having to
do anything, just being here on the earth. As you let yourself rest with that, the
support from the earth just comes into you, so you don’t have to do anything to find
the support, except to be there, be here. You might start to get a sense of how big the
earth is, too, so you’re yielding into the earth, but it’s not just you and the earth
straight down, but it’s this massive sphere in space that you’re yielding into, and it’s
yielding into you as well. You might start to feel that the support that comes from the
earth starts to resonate with the parts of your body that are more like the container—
so in BMC one way we talk about the body is the container and contents—so more of
the container part, structural part, the skeleton, the skin, muscles, the membranes of
the cells rather than the fluid of the cells, the part that gives the cells definition, the
membrane.
And you can allow the support you feel from the earth to help increase your
sensations of support through those structures.
And if that takes you into movement you can notice what the qualities of that
movement might be.
So at the level of the membrane of the cell is a place where you might have that sense
of container and then there’s also a sense of choice, an intelligence in terms of what
comes and goes, so at every cell there’s this membrane that allows certain things to
come in and certain things to go out. And it’s also providing support so... I’m getting
this feeling of the support being something that’s also permeable, that's it’s not a solid
thing, even though it can bring a feeling of solidity from the earth element, but it’s
also a presence that can choose what comes in and what goes out. And in the earth
element in Buddhist psychology it’s related to a sense of evenness and equanimity in
the wisdom aspect of it, there’s a generosity to it and an evenness, so it kind of relates
to the membrane in a way of just allowing things to come and go as they need to
without having to grasp onto anything, without having to hold or accumulate
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anything, and without having to push anything away either, so there’s sort of before
having to really push and pull against the world, it’s that point of yielding and finding
yourself.
And maybe there’s a sense of equality between what’s inside and what’s outside,
either in the cell or your whole body. So you can allow the cell membranes to fortify
themselves with the support of the earth, so there isn’t any tension or holding to it,
you have the support that they need to do their job. You might feel that in all of your
cells, however many trillion cells, or you might just feel that you’re one big cell and
it’s at the level of your skin, this very intelligent membrane that’s getting some
fortification from the earth, that can really allow you to rest (big yawn in the room).
Then you can just start to let your attention shift from membrane and that sense of the
container, to the fluid environment that’s inside every cell, and that’s also around the
outside of the cells as well, so inside of our bodies is really a fluid environment.
There’s fluid passing through the membranes, (?). So if you start to shift your
attention to the fluid contents at that level, we’ll start to bring in the water element.
And you can still feel the support of the earth but you might want to imagine yourself
in water…
So as the membranes start to yield more with the support of the earth, then the fluids
are free to move with much more ease. There’s fluid in every cell, there’s fluid around
each cell, there’s fluid around your brain, around your spinal cord, around each organ,
there’s fluid in all the joint spaces, your heart is pumping blood through your vessels,
that’s all fluid that goes out to your extremities and then back to the heart.
So we call it all different things but we’ll just think of it as water in us. Inside your
eyeballs. Allow the water to initiate movement and allow the structure, the container
to follow the contents, allow the structure to follow the fluid.
In the embryological development in Tibetan Buddhism, water provides cohesiveness.
So there’s this sense of the flow, the movement that we associate with fluidity, and
then there’s also this kind of—it’s like when two drops of water come together they
become one, and there’s an ease to that, there’s no struggle of one thing trying to fit in
to another thing—you can kind of feel that, as the fluids move through the body
there’s this sense of one thing becoming another thing, a kind of transitioning,
transformational quality to it that can just continue through without any struggle.
I feel like there’s a connection between the water element and the starfish pattern
within BMC—the initiation and organizing movement around the navel, and the
sequencing of movement from the navel out through the 6 limbs, arms legs head and
tail. That’s my experience from playing with it, you might feel something different.
That starts to differentiate the form of our bodies in the limbs, more than just being a
blob of a cell, that the fluid makes the shape.
In Buddhist psychology the water element has more to do with qualities we might
give to ice, frozen water, so there’s this sharpness to it, and clarity. A real clear
intelligence that reflects everything equally, like a mirror. Like a clear lake, how
everything is reflected evenly, nothing is left out, so it has that quality of mirror-like
wisdom, and intellectual clarity of mind. So water can transform into ice and be sharp,
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and then transform into steam, all different kinds of fluids, like all the fluids we have
in our bodies.
Take a few more minutes to move in your own time, allow that to go where it goes....
Writing.
Reading aloud what we’ve written (participants will send in their writings)
Discussion:87
K: I decided to stop at that point because I felt like that was a good stopping point...
you can only take in so much.
W: I found the transition from earth to water different today than Monday; hard to
focus on the water today, I felt very more in the earth, and then it started to happen but
I just noticed it being different.
K: Do you have any sense of why?
W: I feel like the earth is so immediate, it’s so right there to connect to, and the water
I felt like I had to go inside a little bit more, and my imagination needed to be more
enlivened than what it needs to be for earth..... It’s like the water paused, the weight
paused too, the weight of water and the weight of gravity which is the earth, there’s
such similarities between the two qualities sometimes.
K: And none of it is going to be distinctly one thing or another. Where I was drawn to
today is the earth element helping to support the container structures and the
membrane which is a new thing that came up today. And then, that allowing the fluids
to…when we do the water we’ll spend time with the fluid/membrane balance....
(quick demo). What came up for me today in my own movement is how the earth and
water elements relate to the balance between the fluid and membrane and between the
contents and container.
L: When you said container, for me a shift happened I started going into water. I was
in earth for a long time, the water slowly permeating into me. You said something like
feel the water in us or feel us as water, and that was satisfying.
K: The water seeped in…
L: It was layered on.
K: On Monday, we stopped and shifted to the next one (element).
L: It was an interesting sensation to experience both and the transition.
K: I’m so interested in the water element being…on the one hand it’s about
cohesiveness, fluidity and flexibility, but then it also has that psychology side of it,
that it’s about that mirror-like wisdom and the sharpness like icicles, and that water
has so many different qualities, like watching the footage from last week in Vermont,
these rivers washing away bridges and roads.... it’s got a lot of strength and power to
it.
A: The water for me was really clear in terms of the spine, and the centre, like not
peripheral… it became peripheral but there was a really clear sensation of the fluidity
of the spine and the... It felt really good to come from earth as a core into the qualities
of water. It was a clear kind of filling rather than separating, that it was really centred.
And for me that kind of came from the earth. I really appreciated, having worked a lot
with elements from the Chinese perspective in movement, sort of letting go of that a
bit, letting the other connections that you’ve made come in, which was really nice and
87
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felt really clear. That’s another layer to what that element quality history is.... like an
adding to it, an expansion, I guess, and not trying to hold on too much to what I know
about it.
K: That’s part of what I'm trying to do too, is sort of take in information from different
places, but then when I come in to the studio and start moving to try to drop some of
it, use some of it as a guide, but then drop it and see what I experience, so
that’s…when I'm talking, that’s actually where I’m talking from, is what I'm
experiencing, plus obviously information that’s come in and seeped in and that’s
processing. That’s part of why I wanted to do this, because then it actually processes
for me in a different way than if I would come into the studio by myself or if I was
just reading or just writing.
L: Then you get feedback from us.
K: Yeah, and even just having you in here, having the responsibility of the role and
knowing I actually have to articulate this—I’m feeling this, what is this, I have this
question, how does this relate to this... I can just say the question and just see what
happens or one of you might find...
L: That’s fascinating that you’re articulating… it’s adding this other thing, articulating
what you’re feeling, or what you’re experiencing, sensing, to be able to just say that is
a whole other function or thing to do—could I do that, say those things, articulate it—
it’s such an interesting process...
K: Well like the business with the membrane being fortified by the earth element, I
said that because I felt it happening, right there on the spot.
S: Somehow embodying it, integrating through a bodily experience, is so much
richer...than having all these bits of research... It’s very profound when you do that.
Follow-up email from L:
One thing I noticed is that because you are leading the sessions when you engage in
the same exercises you also verbalise your experience (which I find incredibly
helpful) while my understanding, as a participant, stays silently inside me until the
post-session writing. I find the difference in how we process our understanding in that
moment really interesting. I wonder if how we think and communicate our
experiences changes our understanding or how we come to an understanding of each
element? And there is something oddly non-performing or less performative about the
way you engage with us speaking your thoughts that I feel is important as well. It all
becomes about the processing we just use different methods to do it. We also go
through a process of writing to our selves and then reading our writing out loud which
blends the old way with the new. Typically we don’t learn in this way anymore and it
is interesting that these different methodologies exist in the sessions.
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19 September 2011 studio research session: somatization and discussion, space
element
(Beginning not recorded; first finding the openings of the body, orifices, places where
there is a continuity between the outside and the inside.)
So, at these openings, the activity might have a relation to a specific element, but the
actual space that allows that to occur is related to the space element. So with
breathing, breath is the air, and the activity of breathing; what allows that to occur is
the space of the nose and the mouth, the windpipe and lungs. Eating is an activity of
the earth element, eating food, but the space of the mouth through the esophagus, the
stomach, the intestines, and out the anus as well which is still part of the earth
element; it’s the space that allows that to happen. And the same with water: drinking,
peeing. Speaking is more fire, speaking and singing are more fire activity. And
hearing is actually related to the space element.
We are constantly becoming space, and space is constantly becoming us. Those are
some of the pathways that that happens through.
That’s also connected to mind and consciousness and thinking, and creating.
Physical movement is in the air/wind family, activity, but again it’s the space that
allows that movement to happen.
So just like there’s space between the thoughts, there is space between your
movements. Which doesn't mean you have to stop, but it’s space that your movement
arises from, and resolves back into, just like with thoughts. So moving is a kind of
thinking. You can allow your body to think about space.
You might start to find space in places in your body that maybe you normally think of
as being really solid. And if you’re feeling too spacey, just remember the earth and
more of the support from the earth, that you can yield, and that earth is always
yielding into you. So if you get too lost in space you can come back to your form and
substance.
Moving into writing...
We read the writing and took turns moving in the space, reading, and observing. (Last
half of this is recorded on iMovie.)
Discussion:
KSW: Any thoughts or observations about space element?
T: Yeah , I had a big one while I was moving, I think it was more heightened because
people were looking and I was quite aware that I was moving with other people, and
then I suddenly thought of… well, it’s probably just me but I’m thinking of space as a
space of possibility. So then I thought, what makes it my body, how come I’ve got
these possibilities? And they’re not the same possibilities as say, yours, and I think
that's why we kind of finished in the same moment, because I decided to take your
possibilities up. That’s a sort of habit, but then opening up space. It’s like when you
see someone and their movement inspires you to do something, there’s a sort of
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transitivity to that?
K: Yeah, what is that?
T: It’s mobile, catchy, it’s like a virus or something.
K: There’s something about the BMC approach that I think helps to bring those habits
up—this is how I move—there is that transformative transmission quality to it. Not
forced in from the outside but just making suggestions.
B: That idea of being present to the moment gives you a chance to see the other
potential in each moment.
K: What you’re saying reminds me of like when you watch beginning improvisers,
who come out and just feel like they just need to keep doing something. It’s like ‘I’m
doing this, I’m doing this, I’m doing this...’ but it doesn’t give you time to get present,
where if you watch more experienced improvisers perform you can see that there’s no
pressure to do anything, to make something happen. That actually is what lets
something interesting happen.
I liken it to thinking, because you know how when you’re trying to think something
through, sometimes the best thing you can do is go for a walk and clear your mind,
and stop thinking about it, and then often the insight will come. There’s a parallel
between the movement in the space and the thoughts in the space. When you take it
into dancing in particular there’s some parallel with that, where do you identify, where
do you put your attention? That’s directly out of a Buddhist practice of meditation,
that you have your thoughts but your attention isn’t only on your thoughts, it’s… the
substance or the story of the thought or the emotion or the thing that you’re
experiencing isn’t the only thing you’re paying attention to but it’s everything else as
well, the space that all those things exist in. The metaphor that’s used a lot is the sky.
Like ‘out of the blue,’ that expression, it’s blue for a reason, it’s not ‘Out of the green,’
it’s blue for a reason, because it relates to the sky. So you’re not just the clouds that
are there in that moment or the rain that’s falling or the sun, good day or bad day, but
the sky is always present no matter what is presenting in terms of weather. You can
identify with the weather or you can identify with the sky.
W: I liked what you said: mind like a sieve, sifting from inside or outside. I related to
that.
K: I always say I have a mind like a sieve, I forget things but what is it sifting?
PoR: It’s quite good to be a sieve
K: You don’t want to just be a bucket.
(laughter)
L: It has its drawbacks
K: It might be nice to be able to be a little more selective about what stays.
W: In the work that I’m dong, I’m looking at how the threshold between the inside
and outside creates a liminal space, as a site for uncanny things to emerge. I feel like
there’s the space but then you create space by focusing your attention, a state of
finding the space. Things arise within the space if you create the space, but if I’m too
far in or out, then there’s no ground there for these things to arise.
K: And are you finding ways to create the space in your practice?
W: Yeah, and noticing when it happens and asking what was going on then for that to
be there, and how can I get it back. I don’t really have answers yet because it seems to
change, and I can’t really hold on to the thing that I held on last time.
K: But something about your intention when you go in to do your practice...
W: Sometimes it helps to be very spacious inside and be very clear, and allow things
to spontaneously… images to be there, to be with the images but also to be with the
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outside and have this relationship between the two, and other times it helps to already
have a very clear image and come to it that way. It all feels related to the space
element, I’m sure there's other ones coming into it.
…..
K: How do you feel now? Physically, energetically, mentally....
T: I feel quite trippy. It’s a different attitude to reality, that reality unfurls and there’s a
sort of not knowing the perspective you’re going to take up, so less usual comfortable
familiar kind of perspective, and right now not knowing what’s going to come up.
K: I’m feeling almost jittery, like all these little impulses to move. The clarity of space
but then anything could bubble up, kind of like what you’re saying, not sure what
might arise, kind of an ongoing stream.
L: The world has slowed down for me, my trippiness has the… when I entered the
space, my head was filled with all this stuff not related to what we’re doing, now I
feel a little slower and more focussed on some of these ideas. The slowing down and
being in this different state is a little trippy.
B: I feel like I could just keep dancing for ages, actually, and it’s very hard to make
words today. What you said (K) was kind of similar, of just jumping between
perspectives or ways of looking at the body, it’s that inner/outer thing, but also
reminds me of how I often or I think a lot of people improvise, that thing of constantly
shifting your attention through the body so you don’t get stuck anywhere, the shifting
is really important for allowing things to happen.
K: I feel that as well, nothing is more important than anything else, you could follow
this or you could follow that, or all at once....
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19 September 2011 studio research session: somatization, water element
very windy day. hard to hear everything in transcribing
(Before moving we played with water drops on a plastic chopping board, seeing the
cohesive qualities at play.)
Somatization:
(missed the first couple of minutes)
So, as you’re moving like a glob of water, it’s kind of like being one cell, maybe one
cell that’s on the ocean floor, so you’re surrounded by water as well.... Notice where
you have a sense of internal membrane or boundaries, if there’s places in your body
specifically or just a general sense, that there’s places where fluid is more contained
and separated, or places where it feels not contained and separated, where it just flows
through.
Movement might come from imagining that you are in the water, the sense of the
water around, the fluids within you respond. You have your own tidal wave-like
movement inside, you’re not just passive, but there’s some initiation from the outside.
And you can use the sound of the wind as well... what moves you from the outside.
Your focus is on the internal fluids, internal water, the movement through, but the
support for the movement, the initiation can come from outside, through your
imagination.
If there’s any point while we’re moving that you feel you have something to say that
might be helpful, or that you just need to say, you should feel free to do that.
As we move the water that’s within us, it immediately fills the form of the shape that
we’re making, there’s no delay, just like when water goes into a cup it takes the shape
of the cup. So as you shift your position, your shape, your orientation to gravity, all
the fluids in your body are following, filing that up, responding. If you notice that
there’s places where that’s happening more easily, and where it’s maybe holding back
more. The wind, or your activity or actions, is what’s creating the movement, and the
water fills in and creates the cohesion within that. So you move without ?? first…
Try to move someplace without bringing the water into it, leaving the water behind.
How does that feel?
Now shifting the focus to the movement of fluids, see if you can find more initiation,
letting the fluids lead your movement rather than filling. There are a lot of different
kinds of fluids in the body, but for now I’m just going to say fluids, so you don’t have
to worry about it, it can be anywhere.
From the BMC perspective, the different fluids have different qualities and different
affinities, and to keep within the framework of the elements, some of the fluids have
more affinity with earth, some have more of an affinity with space, some will have
more of an affinity with movement, the air, directional quality of movement, and
some will have more of a water affinity, some with fire... so it’s likely that as you
initiate movement from your fluids it won’t just feel like one thing the whole time,
and if it does, you’re probably hanging out in or two fluids.
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So you’ve got the cohesiveness of the water, the water element gives you that
effortlessly keeps you together as you, but then also you have this really wide range of
expression, the transformability of the water, and kind of a precision and clarity as
well... I feel like trusting that cohesiveness gives you a base of support to be able to
then really express in a wide range. You might find yourself in states or in movements
that might surprise you, but still feel like home. It depends on your state today, at this
time, too.
Those are my questions right now in the water element and embodying that, I’ll stop
talking and take the next bit of time to continue moving, and you can see what your
experience of the water element has to offer you. Whether that follows my line of
questioning or not, you might find something else arises. Just see what that has to
offer you.
We continued moving for 10-15 minutes, then into writing and reading.
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21 September 2011 studio research session: somatization, pre-cellular
Find a spot where you’re comfortable, moving or sitting or lying down....
Whatever position you’re in, starting to find a yielding into the earth, actively meeting
the earth with whatever surfaces are in contact with the floor. Taking ourselves back
to before we were differentiated. So before we had a head and a tail, two arms and
two legs, more like an amoeba, like a blob. And as you’re breathing, your breath is
interaction with the environment around you, so you can breathe through your skin.
Gentle expanding and condensing with the breath, out in every direction at the same
time, and back in to centre. And then go back to even before you were that cell, to the
vibration, or kind of the background energy of you, maybe what you were before you
become you, or the part of you that you don’t identify with your body now.... the
background vibration of your presence here in this body.
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17 October 2011 studio research session: somatization, air/wind element
…play with bringing your mind to different parts of your body, and then just feeling
where your mind ...? (wants to go next?)
If you start in one place, does your attention stay there or does it shift somewhere
else? It’s a very sensory form of movement exploration. And you might play with
either just bringing your awareness to an area or you might to play with contact and
touch as well. And the sense of contact or touch is the sense that’s in the air element
as well, touch.
Appreciating something that most of us probably take for granted, given the kind of
dance and movement that we've all done for a long time, I think that’s fairly
specialized, we’re pretty well versed in this kind of thing.
L: I could spend hours doing this.
K: And not get bored.
(silence to 30:29)
So that’s more of the sensory side of activity, if you think of sensory and motor
aspects of the nervous system that’s more focused on the sensation, so the movement
is led by sensation, and the movement of our attention, the movement of the mind
through the body, is based on bringing awareness to an area, focusing on the
sensation.
So then what happens if you shift, even for a short period, you shift to more of a
motor state, which is more just moving, getting something, getting somewhere, not
really paying attention so much to what you’re feeling particularly, and then you can
shift back to your sensing. It’s hard to drop the sensory, once you’re really in it and
paying attention.... it’s hard to drop that.
So you can have a little play with that kind of inflow and outflow. In terms of the
nervous system you’ve got the sensory information coming in and the motor going
out. Although in terms of the qualities of the prana it doesn't necessarily feel that way,
so anyway see what you feel.
So the motor is the action of moving, and the sensory is receiving information in but
it’s also the action of paying attention, and letting that pervasive prana activity move
to the area that you’re paying attention to. I’m just figuring this out as we’re going
along so if it sounds a little confusing that’s probably why! So they’re both active.
Part of what I’m excited about is that in BMC we talk about the sensory and motor
being kind of a loop, and there’s a pre-sensory motor focus, where before sensation
there’s this moment where you decide what you’re going to pay attention to, and that
that is a motor activity. So it’s pre-sensory motor focus. It’s like if I decide I’m
looking for something and I know it’s red, this is kind of a more obvious example, but
now I’m going to notice everything in the room that’s red… and so the motor focus is
a decision to actively look for the colour red, but seeing the colour red is sensory. So
there’s the sense of bringing your awareness to a particular thing that you’re going to
pay attention to, and that could be yourself, it could be your thoughts, it could be
gravity, it could be the back of your head, whatever it is, but that’s active. So that’s a
movement of the wind.
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B: So is the sensory part less wind than the motor part?
K: I think it’s not actually, I think that’s the connection that I’m starting to make, that
because of what I was reading about pervasive prana which is part of the element of
wind, that the way prana moves brings a shift in attention, which is sensory, that it’s a
communication that’s happening through your nervous system in both directions, or
all directions, it’s the quality of movement of the element. So even though it is
described as activity, it’s described as motion, movement, which we think of as motor
(like I'm moving now) but that (??) movement of mind and awareness, and also
everything that you’re receiving through all your senses, mostly thinking about skin,
all those internal receptors right now and even what you’re seeing through all of your
other senses, that’s a movement as well, within your body. So I don’t think it is less
wind.
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26 October 2011 studio research session: discussion following movement and
writing, sequencing through five elements from space to earth then back to space
L: In the middle of water the first time through, the question of my balance came into
my head. And then I started thinking about how through the elements, how I perceive
of my balance, what was balanced, how do I approach the idea of bring a balanced
person in space, against the elements, and I guess the reason that came with water... I
was thinking about the cohesion you were talking about, of the water, and then how
that cohesion… where’s, what’s balance? For me that was an interesting question.
K: When you say balance, do you mean being centered or being off balance, or do
you mean like a balance of tone?
L: I was thinking more of balance of the first type, but those other ideas could
definitely play into it.... And just my perception of having this balance…how
necessary is that? …through the elements.
K: The cohesion of the water changes that, doesn’t it? It has more of a through-ness to
it, so you don’t think of a drop of water balancing on something... it moulds to meet
or fill up whatever it is
L: ?? with the cohesion there’s no opposition there.
K: It makes me think of contact improvisation, that kind of rolling point of contact,
that’s sort of a water approach to... filling your surfaces or filling the point of contact,
with the floor as well, that sort of changes the dynamics of.... which is very different
than like a ballet or contemporary form where you’re up on your feet a lot and having
to find your balance on one leg, where if you get off balance you’re likely to fall,
whereas there’s other forms where you’re seeking being off balance...
L: The other thing… I was reflecting on just listening to what you were saying, and
there were times when you would just say a word, and it would trigger for me a kind
of change, in terms of… especially as we were transitioning from one element to
another… there were many times when you would say one thing, and for me at that
time it would create change in my perception or what I was doing physically in
relationship to the element. And then there were times where I could hear your voice
but I wasn't necessarily listening to what you were saying, I was just hearing the
sounds, and for me that was kind of like a, it’s almost comforting, having your voice
in the space.... and in those instances when I wasn’t listening to the words.... it’s there,
I can hear it, in those instances it was not the words that would cause this modulation
from one to the other, so I’d still be transitioning through. The difference between
listening to what you were saying, and just really enjoying that, it was helpful to have
just your voice in the room. I loved it.
K: They talk about in BMC how you don’t have to hang on every word, if you miss it
you’re still getting it, because you’re in the room while it’s happening, you kind of get
it by osmosis. You pick up a lot just from moving in the space. There’s so much that
happens that we don’t really know about that’s being communicated that’s just in the
room. When we came back to space, actually, at the end, that was one of my questions
was how does that kind of transmission through space happen. It’s through language a
lot, like you said, I said a word and it changed things for you, or it could be through
an image, but often it just sort of happens through… maybe that’s the pervasive prana
that we were talking about a couple of weeks ago?
B: I felt like starting with space, I felt like I had no body at all, just this intention to
move. It’s a nice way for me to think about movement, compared to how I normally
think about it, or how I’ve been trained to think about it, in a very anatomical way.
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When we were doing the arm, lifting the arm, in air, I had this image all the way
through of being body-less, and in air there was like a sheet layered over it so there
was this form, and you said something about the ice (forming over the branch) there
was sort of this intention to move coming from this very immaterial part of me,
layered over me, like dancing a sheet. And then fire, fire was just getting faster and
warmer basically. And then water was a real sudden shift of that cooling and
cohesiveness, then I just felt like a single drop of water. It felt like the movements
weren’t... when one movement affects another part of the body, it wasn't a knock-on
effect it was more like a transition through. And then there was something about
getting to earth, it was still this phantom image that projects this solid hologram, still
felt like the space and the... it was just a really useful thing, or not moving, not just
moving my body but moving movement, or, being movement. Dissolving a little bit.
K: I love… what did you say, vibrant hologram?
B: Solid hologram.
K: Yeah, it’s like you’re both matter and not matter at the same time. I think that’s
what this is really getting to. That’s great you had that experience.
B: Then I got really sleepy.
L: That was something I enjoyed about this last process was the way the energy for
me, when I was on the floor, I was still engaged, but I didn’t feel ever any pressure to
attach the movement to any kind of physical way... and I felt that as a group our
energy just kind of focused in.
K: Yeah, really similar.
This really helped to clarify something for me, because when I did the Shambhala
weekend...(explained the weekend briefly) after the air I really felt my muscles, and
wanted to jump around and dance, and felt my activity as really in my muscles, and so
I’ve had this connection between the system of muscles and that particular family,
because I had that experience, and it left me... what I imagined with what we just did
is that by the time we got to earth we’d be really moving, really pushing and pulling
and really active, and that that would be where we would end up, but actually we all
ended up just yielding. It felt completely right but it totally was not what I was
expecting to have happen. That’s why it’s so good to do these things with other people
and practice, because it doesn't lie. That was a real thing for all of us. The density of
the element, it does give you a lot of strength, and you can take it into your dancing
and your activity, going for a jog or doing push-ups, it does have that kind of strength
but there’s also something about it being this yield and a place of being the opposite
of the air, like you don’t have to act, you don’t have to go anywhere. It’s like when we
went on our walk and a few of us said we saw all this activity but we weren’t part of
it. No sense of past and future, just that cellular presence where you’re just in your
place on the earth and things are coming and going and you don’t need to do anything
about it. It was clarifying for me in terms of those connections and sequencing
through.
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