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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis focuses on a hitherto under-investigated area of performance art practice in 

which improvisation is explored as an intuitive, visceral form of knowing. The research 

brings to light the work of a selected group of artists who experience in their practices, the 

deep connections between the psychic and the physical realms of reality. They have 

recurrently described their inner performative experiences as intersensual, proprioceptive, 

telepathic, embodied and apprehensive, likening the body to an antenna or radar and as a 

transmitter and receiver of information. An innovative connection is drawn relating these 

artists to female spiritualists from the fin de siècle and to early research into 

parapsychology. 

This intuitive and integral inquiry follows a hermeneutic approach, incorporating self-

reflective and intuitive ways of knowing. This is underpinned by a trans-disciplinary 

theoretical discussion, linking ideas from new materialism with parapsychology, science, 

ecology and Buddhist and Daoist thought, in order to examine ways of knowing that lie 

below the cognitive threshold of consciousness. The research has also been primarily 

contextualised within a feminist framework that engages with the writings of Karen Barad, 

Lisa Blackman and Donna Haraway to articulate aspects of the political and ethical 

implications of evaluating sensed interconnectivity.  

The central themes were explored in a series of interviews, workshops and residencies 

with the selected artists, and ensuing processes of critical reflection, that engaged with 

their work, my own solo performance art works, and those made with the research group 

Ocells al Cap. A training methodology, drawing on Eastern practices of self-transformation 

such as taijiquan and meditation, was developed parallel to the practice. 

The findings of this investigation provide evidence that during improvisation performance 

artists frequently experience complex intercommunication abilities. I have termed this 

experiential perception ‘vincular mind’, describing that which joins or links, as a metaphor 

for the psychic bonds that make it possible to communicate beyond the limits of the 

cognitive senses. These findings suggest that individual consciousness and intention can 

be mobilized in ways that avoid hierarchical relationships of power, and in so doing, foster 

an ethics of response-ability. This research will be of value in the field of performance art 

as well as to other disciplines which might benefit from an improved relationship to 

instinctive and intuitive forms of knowing. It is my intention to contribute to emerging and 

vital discussions on interdependent world views that uphold reciprocity and cooperation as 

essential tools for confronting the unpredictability and violence of these times.  
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PREFACE 

 

This is a trans-disciplinary and practice-based thesis in which the questions have arisen 

from my own experience as artist and as an organiser of performance art related events. 

The images, as a record of the work, are embedded into the text in order to clearly link the 

ideas with the action. This practice-led investigation focuses on my own solo performance 

practice as well as on the works made in collaboration with the many artists with whom I 

have had the privilege to work while carrying out this doctorate (See Appendix III/3C). 

The development of the central ideas in this thesis grew within my own solo practice and 

in relation to my on-going interest in the dynamics of mind and matter that I began to 

explore in early performances, such as Emerging (1985) that I mention in Chapter Four/2A 

and that is also listed in Appendix III/3C. My on-going preoccupation with interconnection 

has been explored more explicitly in performance art works that question the role of 

audience, such as; Cor-Bella/Corb-Ella1 (2014) detailed in Chapter Two/1B and in the 

series We Were Waiting For You (2017), discussed in detail in Chapter Six/2C. 

 

Collaborations 
 

This research has led me to work in close collaboration with other artists with whom a 

central part of the research has been undertaken. Ocells al Cap (Birds in the Head) is the 

name of the consensus group of invited artists resident in Catalonia, Spain, which was 

facilitated by me for the purpose of this investigation. The artists in the main research 

group, based in Spain are; Graciela Contreras (Spain), Natàlia Espinet (Spain), Núria 

Iglesias (Spain), Fina Miralles (Spain), Juliette Murphy (England/Spain), Paloma Orts 

(Spain), Melina Peña (Mexico/Spain), Mar Serinyá (Spain), Montse Seró (Spain), Martine 

Viale (Canada/France), Sabina Vilagut (Spain), Ada Vilaró (Spain), Marta Vergonyós 

(Spain), Lesley Yendell (UK/Spain), Mireia Zantop (Spain) and Ayako Zushi 

(Japan/Spain). 

 

My collaborators and co-researchers during the research include other professional artists 

who travelled from their homes to take part in the investigation in Spain and in the UK and 

their input has been essential; Paula Blair (England), Marita Bullmann (Germany), Laurel 

Jay Carpenter (USA), Helen Collard (England), Victoria Gray (England), Helena Hunter 

(England), Sandra Johnson (N. Ireland), Adelaide Maresca (Italy), Siobhan Mullen (N. 

Ireland), Harriet Plewis (England), Anita Ponton (England), Elvira Santamaría (Mexico/N. 

                                                
1 The title is a play on the surname of the family Corbella. In Catalan, Cor-Bella means Beautiful Heart and 

Corb-Ella, She is a Crow. 
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Ireland), Holly Slingsby (England), Nora Tinholt (Holland) and Anet van de Elzen 

(Holland). All of these artists took part in workshops, residencies, in written and spoken 

discussions and in reflective activities that took the form of questionnaires and interviews.2 

The study also reflects upon the performance practice of a selected group of international 

artists whose works I have judged to be relevant to the central ideas in my thesis and 

whose performances I have witnessed first-hand; Marilyn Arsem (USA), Nieves Correa 

(Spain), Esther Ferrer (Spain/France), Concha Jerez (Spain), Florence Peake (England). 

Other artists and experts who I have interviewed in the course of the research are Tew 

Bunnag (Thailand /UK), James King (N. Ireland), Alastair Maclennan (Scotland/N. 

Ireland), Brian Patterson (N. Ireland) and Kurt Johannesen (Norway).  
 

Further on-going collaborations have been formative to my thesis and they include the 

international group Wolf in the Winter,3 of whom I am a member. In this group, we present 

individual performance works as well as collaborating in improvised group performances.  

Another group with whom I have collaborated during the research is Madremanya, an 

interdisciplinary project based in Madrid and Barcelona.4  

 

From my position as practitioner, witness, curator and archive guardian, I will be drawing 

on my personal experience of more than thirty years as a performance artist and 

organiser of performance art events, as well as on my ongoing work in the creation and 

maintaining of digital and analogic performance art archives. In this regard, the research 

also draws on unpublished material from ELAA,5 Cara a Cara6 and FEM.7 

 

 

 

 

                                                
2 Selected interviews in the Appendix II/3B. 
3 To see more about Wolf in the Winter, visit: www.wolfinthewinter.com 
4 Madremanya is the name of a creative partnership promoted by a group of women based in la Bonne, 

Women’s Cultural Centre in Barcelona. 
5 The European Live Art Archive is an EU funded project that set out to interview the first generation of 

European performance artists about their work and to make these interviews freely available online. The 
project was based on my own research and co-organised with the History of Art Department at Girona 
University. The project partners were Ruskin School of Art in Oxford University and the GlogauAIR artist in 
residency in Berlin. To see more about the European Live Art Archive (ELAA) visit: wwwliveartarchive.com 

6 Cara a Cara is a programme of performance events by women and an online archive of interviews and 
filmed performances. It is housed in the la Bonne, Women’s Cultural Centre in Barcelona, Spain. 

7 FEM is an International Performance Art Meeting, founded in 2004 by Denys Blacker and Anet van de Elzen 
and now in its 14th edition in Girona Spain. An annual event, FEM showcases the work of women artists, 
in Catalonia, Spain, now in its 16th edition. FEM fosters and promotes the work of women performance 
artists. It is from my own experience as director of the festival that the ideas for this research began to 
appear and take form. 



 xvii 

Lastly, I will also mention the work of three European performance collectives, in whose 

communities some of the artists in this study practice. They are; Corpologia,8 a 

performance art collective that I coordinated from 2011-2017, Bbeyond,9 the Belfast-based 

performance art collective and PAErsche.10 A Cologne based group. 

The Anagram 

A philosophical exploration of the themes that have become central to my practice will be 

presented as a written thesis, which will be structured as an anagram. This concept was 

inspired by the pamphlet, An Anagram of Ideas on Art, Form and Film (1946) that was 

written by the Ukrainian born, American film maker, Maya Deren (Figure 2). In this, she 

employs the concept of the anagram as an organising element for her written ideas and 

recommends this as a method for,  

anyone who has faced the problem of compressing into a linear organisation an idea 
which was stimulating precisely because it extended into two or three different, but 
not contradictory directions at once (Deren 1946). 

How to read the thesis 

The written thesis is ordered in numbered chapters but is also coded as an anagram that 

allows for the chapters and the appendices to be read in a variety of ways, effectively 

shuffling the order of the content (Figure 1). This enables for multiple readings of the 

same work by changing the emphasis and the rhythm of the different components of the 

writing and the documentation. This is coherent with the central ideas explored in the 

research, allowing for a certain amount of intuitive exploration of the content. I intend this 

to function as a performative intervention or experience made available to the reader, that 

might allow for a discovery of new readings and meanings within the content. This also 

plays with one of the main themes of the thesis, our experience of time. As Deren wrote,  

In an anagram all the elements exist in a simultaneous relationship. Consequently, 
within it, nothing is first and nothing is last; nothing is future and nothing is past; 
nothing is old and nothing is new…except, perhaps, the anagram itself (1946).  

The thesis has extensive appendices, and these are cross-referenced throughout, 

providing additional information about the practices mentioned in the main text.  

8 Corpologia, coordinated by Denys Blacker and formed in 2011, is an independent and open group of people 
from many artistic disciplines who meet regularly to show their work and exchange ideas. 
http://corpologialiveart.blogspot.com.es/ 

9 To see more about Bbeyond, visit: https://bbeyondperformanceartweb.wordpress.com/ 
10 To see more about PAErsche, visit: http://paersche.org/ 
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My own solo performance works and those works made with Ocells al Cap are organised 

in such a way that it is possible to read about the work simultaneously in the body of the 

thesis and to consult the documentation and commentaries about the work in the 

appendices. In Appendix I/3A, there is a detailed account of the various communities of 

research that were developed specifically for the investigation as well as information about 

the organisations and groups that form part of a larger network of practitioners within 

which the practice described in the thesis sits. The performative experiments and the 

training exercises developed during the research are also described in detail. 

 

In Appendix II/3B, first-hand accounts of the practice, obtained during the research from 

interviews, questionnaires and group discussions with the participating artists are to be 

found. These are coded with the numbers of the anagram to associate the content of the 

interviews with particular sections of the written thesis in a complementary way.  

 

In Appendix III/3C, there is a selection of documentation of the performance works made 

during this research. These are cross-referenced throughout the thesis. Lastly, there is a 

selection of publications and interviews. To finalise the PhD and to present this research, I 

screened a short experimental film about my solo work and the work made with the group 

Ocells al Cap featuring some of the artists in this study.  

 

Romanisation of the Chinese characters 
 

The Chinese romanisations are spelt according to the Pinyin system. 
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Figure 1. The anagram of the thesis contents. 

A. TIME B. SPACE C. PRESENCE

1. INTER

CHAPTER 1 
INTER-TEMPORAL 
BEING 

1A 
PAGE 32 

CHAPTER 2 
INTER-SENSUAL 
KNOWING 

1B 
PAGE 49 

CHAPTER 3 
INTER-
COMMUNICATION 

1C 
PAGE 70 

2. SYN
CHAPTER 4 
SYNCHRONICITY 

2A 
PAGE 87 

CHAPTER 5 
SYMBIOTIC 
AGREEMENT 

2B 
PAGE 98 

 CHAPTER 6 
VINCULAR MIND 

2C 
PAGE 115 

3. INTRA
APPENDIX 1 
INTRA-PERSONAL 

3A 
PAGE 149 

APPENDIX II 
INTRA-VIEWS 

3B 
PAGE 190 

APPENDIX III 
INTRA-VITAL 

3C 
PAGE 226 
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Figure 2. The anagram by Maya Deren from the booklet, An Anagram of Ideas on Art, Form and Film (1946). 
From the Outcast Series of Chap Books issued by Oscar Baradinsky, Alicat Bookshop, New York. Public 
domain. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
In this way, I am, as a body, not only for myself, not even primarily for myself, but I 
find myself, if I find myself at all, constituted and dispossessed by the perspective of 
others. So, for political action, I must appear to others in ways I cannot know, and in 
this way, my body is established by perspectives that I cannot inhabit but that, 
surely, inhabit me (Butler 2015, p.77). 

 

 

Drawing from a variety of disciplines that examine reality as processes of interweaving 

circuits of contingency (Macy 1991), where ontology and epistemology are seen to be 

constantly shaping each other, this thesis explores, through both performance art practice 

and academic reflection, core concepts of interconnectedness, from the point of view of 

self as ‘I’, as ‘you and I’ and from the intra relationships and entanglements of ‘us’, that 

Cixous has poetically called ‘togetherotherness’.11 This interconnected world of being, of 

self-other dynamics, is discussed in the light of selected feminist research on 

performativity. By identifying the specific terminology that is being used by artists to 

describe their own practices, the thesis proposes a shift from the egocentric perspective of 

the self as ‘I’ towards a pre-epistemological perspective of ‘us’ that can become tangible in 

the complexity of the lived experience (Basios & Bouratinos 2006). These ideas are 

considered in relation to a range of interdisciplinary concepts that can be seen as relevant 

to such an embodied approach; from the Daoist concept of Wu-wei and the Buddhist 

understanding of Paticcasamuppāda, ‘Mutual Dependency’, to the spooky implications of 

quantum entanglement.12 By exploring interconnection from the point of view of embodied 

experience, I intend to show how this approach to improvisation can offer ways to forge 

new ways of being together that acknowledge the permeability of self and the experience 

of self beyond the limitations of the physical body.  

 

During the research project, I have recognised the need to observe, test and develop 

ways to evidence shifts in our capacities for intercommunication. This realisation gave rise 

to a pedagogical process that drew on Eastern body-mind-spirit practices such as 

Taijiquan and meditation. This has informed the creation and presentation of public 
                                                
11 In an interview with Adrian Heathfield in Paris (2010) for Performance Matters, Cixous describes the state of 

receptivity that she sees as a precondition for creativity as ‘togetherotherness’, a being alive together or 
‘between us-ing’ that requires receptivity and openness‘ (Cixoux & Heathfield 2011). 

12 Quantum entanglement refers to the way separated particles can remain connected regardless of the 
distance between them. Albert Einstein in a letter to Niels Bohr, the Danish physicist referred to this 
as spukhafte Fernwirkung: spooky action at a distance.  
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performances engaging with the research through practice in solo works such as The 

Periodic Table (2014-17) and Ten (2015). Other public presentations include the group 

works, We Were Waiting for You (2017) and Oracle (2017), performed with Ocells al Cap. 

The details of these performances can be consulted in the Appendix II/3B. 

 

This process also led to the initiation of an annual artists’ residency as part of the Festival 

FEM (2013 ongoing), to investigate ways of sharing embodied research, and the creation 

and organisation of the interdisciplinary research platform FLARE that can be read about 

in Appendix I/3A.13 In this platform, we were able to refine our research questions and to 

share our practices in discussion with invited artists and academics from Fine Art, Gender 

Studies, Media Studies, Dance and Theatre. These events were open to members of the 

public and fellow students. By fostering and discussing the variety of embodied 

approaches to research, FLARE aimed to broaden the interactive possibilities between 

practice and theory by creating spaces where cross-pollination could occur between 

participants, a generative space where participants were moving and being moved and 

simultaneously sensing and making sense. 

 

Context for Research Questions  
 

My own practice sits clearly within a long tradition of artistic interest in the paranormal, the 

uncanny and the mystical. Since 2014 I have been investigating diverse areas of 

extended consciousness, dealing with the possibility of mind to mind communication and 

group consciousness in solo and group performance art works such as Pomps of the 

Subsoil (2015), Scopaesthesia (2016) or I Was Waiting for You, (2017) among others. See 

Appendix III/3C. 

 

The timeliness of this research is evident in the upsurge of interest in the inexplicable and 

extrasensory aspects of communication in contemporary art practice, reflected in major 

shows around the world, such as, Télèpathie in the Pompidou Centre in Paris in 2015, 

curated by Pascal Rousseau. Rousseau suggests that there is a desire by contemporary 

artists to transmit their work ‘spirit to spirit’ in a direct transmission of ideas or telepathy.  

I have drawn on ideas from psychology in my performance works, in particular Jung’s 

ideas on synchronicity and the performance We Were Waiting for You can be read as a 

foray into the depths of the collective unconscious in search of meaningful coincidences. 

The conference, Folds in Time: Artists’ Responses to the Temporal and the Uncanny, at 
                                                
13 FLARE (Forum for Living Art and Education) is a study group, formed in 2014 by myself, Helen Collard and 

Harriet Plewis at Northumbria University, in order to engage directly with embodied art practice and the 
themes of our research.  
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the Freud Museum in July 2015, brought together ‘artists, curators and writers to examine 

the way artists harness aspects of the uncanny and the unconscious in their navigation of 

physical and imagined spaces.’  

 

My interest in recent scientific research on consciousness is reflected in both my solo 

work; such as in the series of performances The Noble Gases and in group performance 

works such as Scopaesthesia - The Sense of Being Stared at that are documented in 

Appendix III/3C. 

The Wellcome Trust in London has developed a series of exhibitions and events over the 

last two years to discuss mind and consciousness, such as; RawMinds Wonderland (20 

October 2016 – 30 October 2016), States of Mind: Tracing the Edges of Consciousness, 

with works by the artists, psychologists, philosophers and neuroscientists (4 February 

2016 – 16 October 2016) and the Voice Hearing Project (14 April 2016 – 31 July 2016).  

 

In 2016, the LUMA Foundation14 published Imponderable, an impressive catalogue of the 

American artist Tony Oursler’s extensive and historic archive around the theme of magic, 

the occult and the paranormal. Imponderable is defined here as, ‘suggesting that which 

cannot be precisely determined, measured, or physically evaluated’ (Hoffmann et al. 2015, 

p.8). The event Beyond Telepathy at Somerset House in London on 20 April 2017, 

included contributions from artists and academics, described on their webpage as ‘driven 

by the ecological urgency to experiment with modes and meanings of co-existence for the 

future.’15 The text published in the programme for the event included the questions, ‘How 

can we leap beyond telepathy - to respond to affinities beyond kinship, connections woven 

without words? What may telepathy imply in the age of omnipresent ‘action at a distance’ 

that challenges the distinctions between spiritual mediations, technological networks and 

material affects?’ In the performances with the group Ocells al Cap, such as We Were 

Waiting for You, I engage with similar ideas to experiment with the complexities of co-

existence though group interactions. 

 

The arts have historically been the place where an engagement with the marginal, the 

unacceptable and the inexplicable has been investigated and this obviously still holds a 

relevance and a fascination for artists and academics alike. Performing the Occult: 

Magick, Rituals and the Monstrous in Live Art16 was a symposium held on 19 October 

                                                
14 The LUMA Foundation, based in Arles, France, develop research and exhibition strategies to open new 

artistic opportunities. Their primary concern is to investigate new possibilities for archive and artistic 
production. 

15 For more information about this event see, https://www.somersethouse.org.uk/whats-on/beyond-telepathy-
feat-florence-peake-essi-kausalainen-more Retrieved 4 August 2017. 

16 https://www.cuntemporary.org/performing-the-occult/ Retrieved 3 May 2017. 
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2017 at Queen Mary University, London. This symposium was part of a multi-disciplinary 

exhibition Deep Trash in the Underworld, in 2017 at Bethnal Green Working Men’s Club 

that questioned how the magickal and the monstrous in live art, can offer perspectives on 

queer-feminist ethics, post-colonial resurgences and anti-capitalist resistance by 

‘embodying, displaying and practising the perspectives of outcast and monstrous others’. 

It is clear to me, that with all the current artistic and critical interest in the uncanny, that 

certain inexplicable areas of human experience continue to provoke and to inspire artists. 

Possibly because questions of belief and proof are not so constraining as they are in other 

areas of research. This allows for a very different kind of speculative questioning that can 

reveal new points of view and evoke different potential responses. Such questioning is at 

the heart of my practice, in which I deliberately move beyond the logical and the 

analytical, in order to explore the creative possibilities of a feminist post-materialist 

approach to research.  

 

Improvisation has been investigated in the context of this research, as a state of 

consciousness, in which I propose it might be possible to ‘feel for the future’, allowing 

what is about to happen to rise into awareness and to become visible through action. This 

is an ability to step lightly forwards in time, beyond the present moment, to access that 

which is about to happen while allowing movement and meaning to arise simultaneously. 

Attaining this state of anticipation requires the cultivation of a heightened sense of 

relational attention, an attunement to internal and external senses in which polymodal 

forms of interlistening are cultivated.17 From this particularly sensitive place of listening, it 

is possible to observe the patterns of meaning that arise in the complexity of the lived 

moment and the appearance of synchronicities are understood in this work as reflecting a 

deep interconnectedness, extending beyond the body. In this way I suggest that 

improvisation as developed by the artists in this study, differs from other forms of 

improvisation that are directed by a particular skill, artistic language or discipline. There is 

very little literature on the development of improvisation in performance art practice or 

about the performance artists who employ it within their work. This thesis endeavours to 

address this deficiency by describing the characteristics that differentiate improvisation 

employed by performance artists from those forms developed in other performative art 

forms. 

 

                                                
17 Lisbeth Lipari develops the idea of interlistening in her book Listening, Thinking, Being: Toward an Ethics of 

Attunement. She identifies in interlistening, an interwoven multidimensional experience of the plurality of 
auditory consciousness that she describes as;‘polymodality’ referring to the physical senses 
‘polychronicity’ referring to the multiplicity of temporal realities and ‘polyphony’ as real and imagined 
voices (Lipari 2014, p.160). 
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Research Aims and Objectives 

 
This is a participatory and interdisciplinary research project, revealing the many 

possibilities of communication in performance art practice, in particular by focussing on 

the importance of the kind of improvisation that I have described as a way to explore of 

processes of change and transformation. By considering how we experience time/space 

from the perspective of inter (between), intra (within), and syn (together/united), I suggest 

that artists are able to establish connections between the inner and the outer, the physical 

body and the subtle body through the development of intuitive and non-verbal 

communication that happens between us at the limits of our consciousness. This is the 

kind of inter-being that appears to bypass the rational mind and that can be understood as 

reflecting an underlying, unified consciousness.18  

 

An important aim of this work is to discover ways in which such a unified state of being 

can be enabled, and to this end the study looks at different methodologies drawing on 

Western and Eastern body-mind disciplines such as Taijiquan and meditation. A specific 

training methodology was developed during the research and this is detailed in Appendix 

I/3A. 

I intend to make a positive contribution to the important dialogue about the nature of our 

relationship to the world and to each other by examining the ways that artists experience 

invisible, contested and difficult-to-prove interconnections in their practice as well as the 

skills they develop to create these connections. By mining into the darker crevices of 

creativity, where conscious and unconscious lie intertwined, I reveal the artistic and social 

values of this way of working that usually fall below the radar of contemporary art studies. 

In part, this may be due to a general scepticism in conceptual art about the value of 

spirituality and mysticism, and an uncritical denial rather than any substantiated 

arguments to the contrary. 

 

In this respect, the research departs from the mainstream discourse on performance art 

by looking into areas of practice that seem to embrace contradiction and ambiguity rather 

than causal, conceptual argumentation. In taking this turn towards the intuitive and the 

psychic, I am aware that first-hand experience is often regarded as a lesser valued form of 

information of inferior quality, in comparison to information that is measurable and 

quantifiable. I am deliberately treading this line between the acceptable and the contested 

as an artist and as a researcher, to consider how the space between us might not be as 
                                                
18 The Post-Materialist Scientists write extensively about current research showing evidence of the extent to 

which the mind extends beyond the body as well as pointing to the existence of a collective mind‘’. 
http://opensciences.org/about/manifesto-for-a-post-materialist-science Retrieved 1 June 2016. 
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clear cut as we had imagined and where we may discover novel and useful strategies for 

surviving together in our highly unpredictable and fragile existence. By concentrating on 

the qualities of how things feel rather than what they mean, I intend to bring to light how 

not-doing and not-knowing are strategies employed by artists to access states of being 

that prioritise the intuitive, the unselfconscious and the affective. I argue that these 

strategies enable artists to access layers of understanding and knowledge that have been 

atrophied and trivialised by an over-logical and materialistic world-view.19 By letting go of 

pre-established ideas and habits, it becomes possible to reach into the deeper layers of 

sensing in order to become a vehicle for the expression of an inner knowing that is 

intuitive and visceral. 

 

Research Questions 
 

The questions have been investigated, primarily through a direct engagement with 

performance art. Here are the central questions that I have addressed; 

 

What are the subjective and qualitative experiences of the artists selected for this study 

while practicing improvisation as defined in this thesis? 

 

How are interconnection and synchronicity understood and how might these aspects 

enrich the practice? 

Is it possible to recognise and develop a heightened state of connectivity through adopting 

specific training practices? 

 

Is it possible to develop a capacity for ‘seeing’ and ‘sensing’ that extends beyond the 

range of the normal senses in improvisation?  

Furthermore, what are the implications of inter-connected existences; personal, political, 

ecological and social? 

 

Since, ultimately, these questions are not easily answered and rather than trying to carry 

out a scientific experiment to prove or disprove the ideas which I felt we were unprepared 

                                                
19 Professor Gerard Hodgkinson of the Centre for Organisational Strategy, Learning and Change at Leeds 

University Business School has described how intuition is the result of the way our brains store, process 
and retrieve information on a subconscious level and so is a real psychological phenomenon. Intuition is 
the brain drawing on past experiences and external cues to make a decision, but one that happens so fast 
the reaction is at a non-conscious level (Hodgkinson 2008). 
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for, being neither scientists nor psychologists, I proposed to a group of artists that we 

engage with these ideas through a series of experimental residencies and performances. 

Living together in short residencies over a period of three years offered us the possibility 

to create safe environments in which we could build confidence and trust. This enabled us 

to try out works and to develop exercises in a conducive environment that would allow 

each artist to be comfortable about taking risks and sharing their doubts as well as voicing 

their opinions and sharing their experiences. The importance of reflective spaces for 

meditation and silence was noted by many of the participants as well as the lack of 

competitiveness. 

 

Chapter Overview 
 

In Chapter One/1A, I introduce the idea of improvisation as a skill that can be developed 

in contingent performance as well as discussing the embodied experience of temporality. I 

explore the concept of con-sented time20 as an agreement for and with time. In this 

context, I look at the work of Ferrer, Santamaría and Arsem, who integrate to varying 

degrees in their work, a form of knowing that is understood by Fischer-Lichte as 

‘embodied mind in the act of becoming.’ I explore this from a critical perspective in relation 

to Cormac Power’s ideas on literal presence and contingency (Power 2008, p.87), to 

contemporaneity as discussed by Chantal Pontbriand (Pontbriand 2014) and to the 

concept of Inter-listening as described by Lisbeth Lipari (Lipari 2014, bl157). 

 

In Chapter Two/1B, I speculate on the important role that women have played in the 

development of intuitive embodied21 practices, by tracing a line to the end of the 19th 

century and the early psychic research on telepathy, telekinesis and clairvoyance in the 

influential and popular Spiritualist Movement. I discuss how women, at a time of great 

gender inequality and social change, were able to develop creative strategies of psychic 

plasticity22 in the form of the séance, spirit possession and spirit materialisations. I 

consider how contemporary performance artists, such as, Arsem and Peake, are currently 

reengaging with these ideas. I consider the relevance of the (syn)aesthetic23 that the 

                                                
20 Consented is from the Latin consentire: from con, together and sentire, to feel. See Glossary. 
21 I use the term embodied here in accordance with Fischer-Lichte, to describe a creative process in which the 

mind does not exist in opposition to the body (Fischer-Lichte 2008, p.173). 
22 I use the term ‘psychic plasticity’ to refer to a psychic capacity to adapt and modify to a mutable 

environment, in relation to the Freudian use of the term, where it is understood to be the permanence of 
our primitive and early psychic stratum. 

23 (Syn) aesthetic literally means fused aesthetics. It is a play on words with Synaesthesia which is a 
‘neurological condition where a fusing of sensations occur when one sense is stimulated which 
automatically and simultaneously causes a stimulation in another of the senses’ (Machon 2011). 
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Professor of Contemporary Performance, Josephine Machon has described as, a kind of 

knowing, interpreting that is inter-sensual (Machon 2009) (Machon 2011). 

 

In Chapter Three/1C, I consider the capabilities of the human mind to move beyond the 

body in ‘imponderable’ qualitative human experiences such as telepathy.24 These 

phenomena have preoccupied artists and scientists25 alike since the beginning of the 20th 

century and continue to be the subject of intense investigation until the present day. I look 

at a multimedia performance by the British performance artist Anne Seagrave, a 

commemorative action by the Spanish artist Concha Jerez and The Sense of Being 

Stared At, a group performance by Ocells al Cap. I discuss telepathy in relation to the 

psychologist Lisa Blackman’s ideas of ‘attention and listening’ (Blackman 2010) and 

‘liminal experience’ as well as with what Erika Fischer-Lichte calls, the ‘collapse of 

dichotomies’ (Fischer-Lichte 2008, p.176). 

 

In Chapter Four/2A, I recognise how, in performance art, improvisation events can have a 

simultaneity and synchrony, that I postulate arises from field thinking or what ‘likes to 

happen together in a meaningful way in the same moment’. The focal point in time for the 

observation of such conjunctions of events is the ‘synchronous moment’ and what Cixous 

calls 'the door and the space'. I look at the work of the Spanish artist Esther Ferrer in 

relation to what I have termed as the ‘aesthetic extension of the synchronous moment’ 

and how this can be understood as the parallel unfolding of inner and outer events. I will 

discuss the intuitive and the chthonic skills that can elicit and foster synchrony, in relation 

to the feminist scholar and cultural theorist Donna Haraway’s concept of the Chthulucene 

(Haraway 2016).26 

 

In Chapter Five/2B, I examine the Buddhist notion of Paticcasamuppāda or Mutual 

Dependency in relation to the simultaneous, embodied communication that happens in 

improvisation. I explore the scholar of Buddhism Joanna Macy’s research that points to 

the similarities between quantum mechanics, General Systems Theory and ancient 

Chinese worldviews, suggesting a view of intra-connected reality arising from the co-

extensivity of all nature. In relation to these ideas I discuss the work of the British artist 

                                                
24 Telepathy is a term that covers a whole range of psychic phenomena including hypnotism, mediumship, 

clairvoyance, hauntings and thought transference.  
25 For an in depth discussion on telepathy see; The Invention of Telepathy by Roger Luckhurst (Luckhurst 

2007). 
26 As a critique of the term the ‘Anthropocene’, that understands humankind as the biggest influence on earth’s 

environment, Haraway has developed an alternative term for our epoch - the ‘Chthulucene’. In the 
Chthulucene, humans are not the only important actors – they, along with other beings, are with and of 
the earth, and ‘the biotic and abiotic powers of this earth are the main story’. The etymology of her term 
stems from the Pimoa cthulhu, a species of spider that she refers to as a metaphor for her world vision in 
which there is no hierarchy between humans and nonhumans (Haraway 2016). 
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Victoria Gray and the ethics of response-ability as ‘being-for-each-other’ in what I call 

‘porous generosity’. I suggest that what I have termed con-sentment is a way of achieving 

agreement through feeling. I will discuss this in relation to Intra-action that according to 

the feminist theorist, Karen Barad, signifies a mutual constitution of entangled agencies, 

 

In Chapter Six//2C, I look at the work that I have developed during this research with the 

international group of artists, Ocells al Cap, in which I propose an exploration of a 

communal or plural consciousness that I have termed ‘vincular mind’ (See Glossary). I 

explore the embodied possibilities of processes that Macy has called ‘interweaving circuits 

of contingency’ (Macy 1991, p.xii), where ontology and epistemology are understood as 

constantly shaping each other. I will argue that in the practice of vincular mind, we are 

forging a new dynamic of intra-activity, that reflects the Greek philosopher Emilios 

Bouratinos’ idea of a ‘qualitative and ontological interpenetration of all things with all other 

things’ (Bouratinos 2018b). I also discuss the concept of ‘image thinking as described by 

the Japanese philosopher, Yasua Yasuo and look at the Thai writer and teacher of 

Taijiquan, Tew Bunnag’s understanding of Daoism.  

 

Dissemination and Contributions 
 

Important outputs of this research process, alone and with the group Ocells al Cap, have 

been disseminated in the form of solo performances, group performances, workshops, 

formal presentations and exhibitions at international festivals, museums and gallery 

spaces in Spain, Poland, Ukraine and the UK, that are detailed in Appendix III/3C. 

A vital element in the development and dissemination of the research has been in the 

creation of a research group and the organisation of symposia with two of my peers at 

Northumbria University, Helen Collard and Harriet Plewis. The Forum for Live Art 

Research and Education (FLARE), served to connect the two strands of our research; the 

performative embodied work and the theoretical analysis and writing. In three 

interdisciplinary events, we organised an extensive programme of activities including 

performances, workshops, screenings and group discussions with invited artists and 

academics from Fine Art, Gender Studies, Media Studies, Dance and Theatre. In 

consequence, new information about the way performance artists experience 

intercommunication in group improvisation has been made accessible and I have been 

able to identify some of the particular sensitivities and skills that are needed to work in this 

area. See Appendix I/3A.  

In this study I pay particular attention to works by female artists who have not been written 

about extensively, despite the scope and influence of their work. My hope is that this will 
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be of invaluable use to other practitioners, academics, writers and critics. Additionally, I 

have developed the concepts of ‘con-sented time’ and ’vincular mind’, in order to 

contribute to an area of performance art research that is focused on finding innovative 

ways to understand and articulate subjective forms of knowing. All of these are detailed in 

the Appendices I-III/3A-C. 

 

At the culmination of this research a solo exhibition of my work was commissioned by 

Bòlit, Contemporary Art Centre in Girona Spain. The exhibition was accompanied by 

extensive public activities, including workshops and performances that are detailed in the 

Appendix III/3C. 

 

Future Activities 
 

I have been invited by Angustias Freijo, director of the Galería Freijo, Madrid, to 

participate in a group exhibition in 2019 involving the most prominent women performance 

artists in Spain; Esther Ferrer, Concha Jerez, Angels Ribé, Fina Miralles, Eugènia Balcells 

and Nieves Correa. The gallery has also made a commitment to represent my work from 

2018 onwards. I have a solo exhibition in Santa Coloma de Farners, Spain, in the 

Contemporary Art Centre, La Casa de la Paraula, that will run from January – March 

2019. The map and the video from the work Parallel Worlds: The Antarctic will be 

exhibited in an exhibition El Giro Notacional (The Notational Turn), curated by Manuel 

Oliveira and José Iges at the Museum of Contemporary Art of Castilla and Leon (MUSAC) 

opening in January 2019. 

 

Research Approach and Methodologies  
 

As a practicing performance artist, I have had the opportunity for many years to watch and 

participate in many performance art events. Unique moments occur in performances that 

are unrepeatable and in order to investigate such elusive experiences, it was necessary to 

prioritise the first-person perspective of the participating artists. This research focuses on 

a direct engagement with the practice in all the case studies, with the artist's experience 

and those who were present being central to the investigation (Appendix II/3B). 

 

I have developed the methodology for this research by drawing on ‘intuitive and integral 

inquiry’, as developed by the psychologists Rosemarie Anderson and William Braud, 

within the context of transpersonal psychology (Anderson & Braud 2011). This 

methodology suggests ways to develop intuitive, imaginative, mindful and creative ways of 
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knowing, which can complement the more empirical methodologies. Braud and Anderson 

recognise the transformative potential for the researcher and others in this hermeneutic 

approach, integrating at all phases, intuitive ways of knowing that take into account the 

unconscious, the psychic and parapsychological. This also includes the empathic and the 

sensory, kinaesthesia, proprioception and visceral understanding (Anderson 2011). This 

inductive approach has been carried out by gathering information from artists whose 

practices reflect a valuing of intuitive responsiveness and an engagement with the 

sensual. This information has been categorised in the thesis in broad areas of interest that 

I have identified in order to develop speculative insights about the nature of 

interconnection and the function of intuition in the performance art event. 

 

This process of self-reflective methodology, will incorporate the concept of the ‘pre-

epistemological’,27 a term defined by Bouratinos (Bouratinos 2003), which relies upon an 

on-going self-reflection in order to avoid the dangers of what Bouratinos calls ‘self-locking 

objectification’ (Bouratinos 2018a), or the way we can become locked into our own mind-

set, seeing only what we attach importance to. In a collaborative paper with the physicist 

Vasileios Basios, he writes that,  

 
what we need to avoid this is a pre-epistemology and a non-paradigm. We must 
learn to think in terms of what we apprehend. We must stop apprehending in terms 
of what we think’ (Basios & Bouratinos 2006).  

 
Important for developing our ability to apprehend, is our capacity for seeing things afresh 

or with new eyes. This relies upon the practice of self–reflective practices such as 

mindfulness and meditation, and these have been incorporated into every level of the 

research. Furthermore, as a cyclical process of interpretive and interactive questioning, 

both my own conclusions and the conclusions of the participants are regarded as fluidly 

interacting and mutually challenging. 

In contextualising the research beyond the first-hand experience of the participants, this 

study also draws on ideas from participatory action research (PAR),28 falling between the 

                                                
27 The pre-epistemological is described here by Bouratinos; ‘conception is not possible without perception; 

perception is not possible without representation and representation (recognition) is not possible without 
objectification (reification). Thus, if epistemology is concerned with how you know what you know, all the 
way down to representation, pre-epistemology is concerned with how you objectify what you objectify, so 
that you can know what you do know’ (Bouratinos 2003). 

28 Reason and Bradbury define action research as ‘a participatory, democratic process concerned with 
developing practical knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes, grounded in a participatory 
worldview which we believe is emerging at this historical moment. It seeks to bring together action and 
reflection, theory and practice, in participation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of 
pressing concern to people, and more generally the flourishing of individual persons and their 
communities’ (Reason & Bradbury 2008).  
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increasingly debated ethnographic29 and the artistic; a hybrid research, combining lived 

experience with artistic practice and grounded in a participatory world view30 that has been 

described by Peter Reason and Hilary Bradbury in their Handbook of Action Research. 

This participatory world view, when taken to the realms of the psychophysical as in this 

study, dissolves the duality of subject/object and mind/matter in consciousness itself, 

allowing for both first-hand and the third-hand perspectives to be simultaneously valid. In 

this respect, I am engaging with feminist methodologies in both my practice and my 

written research, as set out by Barad and Donna Haraway. They suggest that ‘diffraction’ 

is a counter point to ‘reflection’ and can be seen as an effective methodological tool in 

performative practice. Diffraction is seen as a useful counterpoint to reflection as a 

metaphor for the theorisation of knowledge, allowing for a ‘multiplicity of ways of seeing.’ It 

can reveal patterns of difference and by observing these ‘small but consequential 

differences’, we can reach a deeper understanding of reality (Donna Haraway cited in 

Barad 2007, p.29). This counterbalances the dangers of a fixed viewpoint, which lacks the 

possibility of the ‘multiple entanglement of ideas and other materials’ (Barad 2007, p.29). 

According to Barad, diffraction involves ‘reading insights through one another in ways that 

help illuminate differences as they emerge: how different differences get made, what gets 

excluded, and how those exclusions matter’ (2007). This study engages in a qualitative 

and diffractive way with a constellation of subjects that have meaning and that matter to 

me because of how they allow for the generation of multiple readings and synergies.  

 

In a political context, and in relation to the work I have carried out with groups of artists I 

have also looked at the methodology described by the sociologist, Maggie O’Neill as 

ethno-mimesis, a way of clarifying the underlying importance of felt action, where ‘the new 

ethnographies ability to ‘move’ is their defining reflexive feature’ (O’Neill et al. 2002). 

Ethno-mimesis is contextualised by O’Neill in relation to her work with asylum seekers and 

refugees. Ethno-mimesis speaks ‘with’ and not ‘for’ the participants. O’Neill describes this 

methodology as making visible, emotional structures and inner experiences. She states, 

 

 

                                                
29 Ethnographical research is under increasing questioning and debate in relation to the ‘crisis of 

representation in anthropology’. Challenged and deconstructed in post-colonial thought, feminist thought 
and queer theory for the way it claims to represent cultural phenomena and for reflexively positioning the 
ethnographer’s gender-neutral (or masculine) self within a realist story about the other. 

30 A participatory worldview according to Reason and Bradbury, ‘places human persons and communities as 
part of their world—both human and more-than-human—embodied in their world, co-creating their world. 
A participatory perspective asks us to be both situated and reflexive, to be explicit about the perspective 
from which knowledge is created, to see inquiry as a process of coming to know, serving the democratic, 
practical ethos of action research. ‘The participatory world view is reflected in the feminist perspective of 
relational knowing, in the quantum view of nonlinear time, in the ecological panpsychism and the wider 
spiritual context of the resacralisation of the world.’ Naomi Klein, This Changes Everything, 2015 (Penguin 
Random House UK, 2014), p 462. 
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to ‘move’ not only in the sense of spurring the ‘other and self to action’ but also to 
‘move’ in the sense that ethnographic representations are imbued with ‘spirit’, with 
sensuousness, with feeling and emotion in dialectical tension with constructive 
rationality, our ‘out there’ sense of being in the world. In essence they inspire 
praxis through a politics of feeling (O’Neill et al. 2002). 

 
The creation of spaces for moving the other and self, have been important in this study 

where improvised performance is utilised as a way of accessing non-verbal and pre-

conscious knowledge that has been privileged over representational or linear narratives. 

The desire for a deeper collaborative experience and a search for new ways of living 

together is central to my solo work and my work as a facilitator. This has also been 

discretely informed by my own, ongoing practice of Non-Violent Communication, Taijiquan 

and Vipassana meditation, which have evolved as a transformational and a secular-

spiritual process, underlying but active within the investigation. The essential ethical 

principles of non-violence inherent in these practices have been adapted and used as a 

guide when setting up and facilitating the workshops and residencies. I understand this a 

political action, in which small but accumulative gestures can build large changes in the 

way we interact and engage socially. These methodologies were tested in the residencies 

at FEM from 2013-2017 that are detailed in Appendix I/3A, and they are discussed in 

Chapter Five/2B in relation to Con-sent and Response-ability. 

 

Evaluation of Research Outcomes 
 

By applying intuition, ethno-mimesis, diffraction and pre-epistemology to my own 

research, I am making clear the desire to engage with knowledge as an embodied 

process of becoming. The aim is to foster and encourage the development of embodied 

ways of knowing and of generating knowledge that are connected to others, open to 

change, and that contribute to a better world. As such, I understand this work as a 

conscious attempt to contribute to an alternative worldview, a more peaceful and 

sustainable life on this planet, not as individuals but as an interconnected community, a 

practice of resistance against the hyper-individualism that Naomi Klein describes in the 

conclusion of her book on the role of capitalism in climate change. 

 
an alternative worldview to rival the one at the heart of the ecological crisis - 
embedded in interdependence rather than hyper-individualism, reciprocity rather 
than dominance, and cooperation rather than hierarchy (Klein 2015, p.462). 

 
If it is possible, within a small research group of performance artists, to experience ways 

of being together that are more intra-active and democratic, then this work takes on a 

political aspect. This situates the practice as relevant beyond the field of performance art 

to other performative disciplines and even to peace and conflict studies. In fact, to many 
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areas of investigation that might benefit from an improved relationship with instinctive and 

intuitive layers of knowing that this research proposes. 

I would speculate that this way of working does not address the existential problem of 

‘being-in-the-world’ with all the practical problems that come with it, but rather a ‘being-for-

each-other’ in what I call a relationship of porous generosity. Being for the other is opening 

your space (mental, emotional, spiritual and material) to the possibility of a closer 

encounter for the other. It is about letting authorship and ownership slide. It is replacing 

the isolation of the individual with a porous and amorphous cohabitation with others. It’s 

about an embodied non-violent approach to the threat of conflict, that is both about ethos 

and tactic (Butler 2015, p191–2). In this work, there is hope that we can find a way to 

develop, what Macy calls, a widening and deepening of self, not from moral obligation but 

from inclination and for pleasure.  

 

In this sense, it is also possible that although the research is carried out in the field of 

performance art, the methodologies presented here could be useful, possibly even in 

therapeutic processes. Several such facilitated processes are explored in the collaborative 

project Madremanya, documented in Appendix III/3C and in the solo works developed to 

be shown during the International Conference on Death and Dying in Elche, Spain 

(Appendix III/3C). Works like these, are deeply resonant and affective, and this raises 

important questions about how we affect, not only each other, but our families our 

communities and eventually the world. 

 

I hope that this study will contribute to the articulation of an interconnected world view that 

upholds interdependence, reciprocity and cooperation as essential tools for confronting 

the unpredictability and violence of these times. This broad and hybrid methodological 

approach is carried out within the framework of an ongoing contact with a much wider 

circle of practitioners and researchers who are continually carrying out their own 

embodied research through performance art practice (Appendix II/3B). This contextualises 

and informs the research field where the interconnection with a diverse community of 

practitioners has been essential. 

 

Ethical Considerations 
 

The ethical implications of working with inner, personal experiences, have been 

addressed in the research process by creating a safe space to work, fostering 

empowerment, communication and trust, as well as integrating conflict management. By 

building long-term relationships of trust with the artists in the research, it has been 
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possible to access the deep, intimate and difficult to articulate areas of their practice.  

In my role as facilitator with Ocells al Cap, I have explored the possibilities of 

interconnection with the group and as such we have become co-researchers. Con-

sensual and innovative forms of agreement were developed to question both the ways 

that we interrelate, intercommunicate and to understand the degree to which we are both 

influenced and moved by the other in all that we do. A questioning of key informants on an 

on-going basis was crucial in order to understand how they related to or opposed my 

propositions. Issues of belief and evidence were regularly discussed to uncover habits 

and prejudices that might influence the way we proceeded with the work. 

 
Key Concepts 
 

When I began to consider the ways that we might be able to communicate across time 

and space without the use of the normal five senses, it became evident that this was a 

cross-disciplinary area of interest that touched upon many other subjects. I have looked at 

interconnection in relation to a broad constellation of subjects, developing a trans-

disciplinary perspective that brings together performance art with parapsychology, 

science, feminism, ecology and Buddhist and Daoist thought and practices. Particularly 

relevant, is the ancient Buddhist understanding of paticcasamuppāda ‘Mutual 

Dependency’, a vision of reality where ‘the existence of both self and world are seen in 

terms of mutually conditioning psycho-physical events, which arise and pass away, 

interdependently (Macy 1991, p.25). The Daoist concept of Wu-wei became increasingly 

valuable as a tool for deepening my understanding of how we improvise, revealing not-

knowing, not-doing and emptiness as common to many practitioners. 
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Glossary 
 
Anomalous information reception (or AIR) 
Anomalous information reception (or AIR) is the ability of skilled mediums to report accurate 

and specific information about a deceased loved one, or of living people without any prior 

knowledge about them and in the complete absence of any sensory feedback. 

 
Coherence 
The concept of coherence is an essential factor in the maintaining of good health in 

Traditional Chinese Medicine where it refers to the harmony between body, heart and 

mind. In this study coherence is understood as an expression of this inner harmony and 

connectedness that is felt, as well as transmitted to others, as a balanced correspondence 

between inner intention and outer action. 

 
Con-sentment 
Consent is from the Latin consentire: con, together and sentire, to feel. Con-sentment is 

the symbiotic concordance of feeling bodies, where agreement is reached through 

embodied intuitive movement. This can be articulated verbally afterwards, but words are 

not used to look for agreement. Con-sent is a way of transforming potentially destructive 

forms of conflict and disagreement into situations of constructive attentiveness to others. 

 
Con-sented time 
In this study con-sented time is experienced as an agreement with time, a feeling for time. 

I consider this as a relationship to psychological time rather than chronological time, in 

which ‘here and now’ doesn't sit in a linear sequence of events between the ‘already been’ 

and the ‘not yet’ (Ciborra 1998). This requires the artist to develop a very particular sense 

of timing based on internal and intuitive reactions. 
 
Contingency  
This can be understood as, 'the absence of certainty in events’, but it also means 'as 

forming part of a larger group'. Additionally, there is, hidden in the meaning of contingent, 

an aspect of touch, (Latin contingentem, happening, touching), which suggests the tactile 

and the physical, but also the emotional, as in 'to be touched'. In the group improvisations 

that were made during this research, contingency required the participants as part of a 

larger group, to develop a sense of timing that is trans-temporal. 
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Extended Mind 
A form of knowing that comes from the interconnection of mind with the physical world, 

where consciousness is not bound by the brain or located in the body. This has been 

studied extensively in regard to evaluating our capacity as humans to predict the future, 

and in consideration of the possibility of mind to mind communication such as in telepathy 

or precognition (Beauregard & Miller 2014). 
 
Five Elements 
The Chinese concept of The Five Elements was developed and systemised by the 

Chinese philosopher Zou Yan (305-240b.c.). The elements are; Wood, Fire, Earth, Water 

and Air. This philosophical system describes the phases of change in all-natural 

phenomena and is central to practices such as acupuncture, herbal medicine and other 

traditional disciplines including the arts. Each element has properties that can be linked to 

a season, a colour, a movement, a sound and the sensation of excess and deficiency. 

 
He 
A Chinese term translated as harmony. In the context of Daoist thought, He has a culinary 

etymology, referring to the integrity of each ingredient and its integration into a larger 

whole (Ames & Hall 2004, p.61). Harmony is a coherence felt from within. Practitioners of 

the Dao can achieve this harmony or coherence by literally changing their bodies and 

minds through disciplined, embodied training such as Taijiquan. 

 

Inter-sensual knowing 
The inter-sensual is a place of knowing that is not strictly centred in the body of the 

knower, rather it is to be found in the complexity of the relationships that arise 

simultaneously in stimulus and in response, in body, mind and matter. This knowledge is 

experienced directly as a collapse of duality in which simultaneous feeling and 

understanding can touch on the transcendent. 

 
Improvisation 
The form of performance art improvisation practiced and described throughout this 

research, prioritises the emergence of information from less conscious layers of knowing. 

It is not technique based, so unlike in music or theatre improvisation the action is not 

directed by a particular skill, artistic language or discipline, nor is it understood by a logical 

pattern of thinking. I have sometimes called this ‘empty-handed’ improvisation. This form 

of improvisation requires attentive inner listening as a disciplined practice, in order for the 

right actions to become apparent. I propose that this heightened awareness, can 
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sometimes expand to permit a degree of clairvoyance or precognition (perceiving or 

intuiting future events). This can dissolve the apparent barrier between the present and 

what is unfolding from or into the future. The sensitive body stepping lightly towards the 

future allows the intra-active space between body and world, self and other, to come alive. 

During the improvised moment, the artist allows for an outcome with as little conscious 

intervention as possible. There is permission, in this stance, to let go of artistic intent as 

such and to allow the new solutions to erupt into actuality. Letting go of a particular focus 

or aim in order to develop spontaneity and inner coherence. 

 
Ishin denshin  

A Japanese term meaning literally ‘mind transmitted to mind’, but sometimes translated as 

‘what the mind thinks, the heart transmits’. This is an intuitive skill that allows for the 

transmission and reception of unspoken communication between people. In Buddhist 

terms it describes the direct transmission of spiritual teaching that is passed from teacher 

to disciple, direct from consciousness to consciousness. 
 
Karma 
The Buddhist concept of karma, is ‘the determinacy of all deeds, the volitional behaviour, 

in our bodily, mental and verbal deeds (body, thought, speech) that constitutes what we 

are, our actions co-determining what we become’ (Macy 1991, p.165). Karma is often 

linked to the belief in rebirth and the moral effect of actions and is not deterministic, but 

constantly shaping and reshaping according to what we do and how we act. Doer and 

deed co-arise, self is fluid and experience alterable. 

 

Noetic science 
Noetic science, from the Greek word noesis meaning intuition or direct inner knowing, 

investigates the role of consciousness in the physical world, and ultimately, the nature of 

reality. Noetic science is described by scientist Radin as a ‘branch of science that uses 

rigorous scientific methods, focused by multidisciplinary scholarship, to study the nature of 

direct inner knowing and the boundaries between the subjective and the objective’. 

 
Not-knowing 
In the methodologies developed in this study, concepts of self-mastery are replaced by 

not-knowing. A group of students who learn from a ‘master’, is replaced by the 

intersubjective discoveries of a self-adjusting matrixial group. A core aim of the research 

has been about finding and articulating ways to be free from the limitations of conscious 

and driven intention, in order to access a deeper connection to consciousness. 
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Paticcasamuppāda  
In this study I draw on Macy’s understand of Paticcasamuppāda, translated as Mutual 

Dependency or Dependent Co-Arising. This is a Buddhist concept of reality, where ‘the 

existence of both self and world are seen in terms of mutually conditioning psycho-

physical events, which arise and pass away, interdependently’. In improvisation this has 

helped to contextualise the research in relation to an ethical, embodied sense of 

response-ability in which the actions of each individual are reflected in the group. 
 
Psi 
The term Psi was coined in 1942 by the British psychologist Robert Thouless as a way to 

refer to psychic experience. Pronounced ‘sigh’, it is the first letter of the Greek word 

psyche, meaning soul or mind. Psi experiences include telepathy, clairvoyance, 

precognition) and mind-matter interactions as well as intuitive hunches, gut feelings, 

distant healing, the power of intention and the sense of being stared at. (Radin 2006, p.6) 

 
Resonse-ability 
Drawing on Haraway’s vision of response-ability as a kind of ‘being with’ in which we 

‘render each other capable’, I understand response-ability in this study to be an ethical 

approach to performance, in which mutual caring and attentiveness to the other is central. 

Caring about and for, that which we are inextricably a part of, requires spontaneous and 

coherent responses to the constantly changing situations that surround us.  

 

Scopaesthesia 
Scopaesthesia, from the Greek word skopein, to look at, and aesthesis, refers to the 

ability to sense when someone is staring at you. This has been investigated extensively 

by the British biologist Rupert Sheldrake who describes it as ‘extended mind’, or ‘the 

existence of mind beyond the physical brain’ (Sheldrake 2003). 

 

Six Healing Sounds 
The Six Healing Sounds is a body-mind practice rooted in pre-Buddhist Daoism. The 

sounds are understood as a way of harmonising the energy of the body and to promote 

Ch’i, which is described by the Daoist philosophers as the universal energy that pervades 

all things. The six healing sounds are intoned mindfully, and both breathing, and 

movements are carefully synchronised. 
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Synchronicity 
The term synchronicity, meaning together with time, from the Greek words syn—with, and 

chronos—time. It is a kind of simultaneity that Jung described as, ‘meaningful coincidence 

of two or more events, where something other than the probability of chance is involved’ 

(Jung 73AD, p.104). Synchronicity may be useful in discovering how both the psychical 

and the physical are intertwined in the act of improvisation. 

 
Synchronous moment 
Drawing on the idea of synchronist thinking, which Von Franz understands as what likes 

to happen together in a meaningful way in the same moment?’ (Von Franz 1980, p.8), I 

identify the synchronous moment, where the doing, the thinking and the resolution appear 

to be occurring simultaneously. This idea considers not only physical events and 

processes, but also the psychical. In the creative process, the synchronous moment can 

appear at any time and brings with it a deep realisation of meaningfulness and pertinence. 

 
Telepathy 
Telepathy (feeling at a distance) is a term that covers a whole range of psychic 

phenomena including hypnotism, mediumship, clairvoyance, hauntings and thought 

transference, all cases of impression received at a distance without the operation of the 

recognised sense organs. In this study, I draw upon Blackman’s description of telepathy, 

as a technology ‘of attention and listening’, to describe the embodied, apprehensive, 

nonverbal communication that stretches between the ‘sender’ and the ‘receiver’ in which 

the boundaries between self and other are dissolved. 
 
Dao 
Dao is a Chinese term often translated as ´the way´ or ´the path’, or ‘the flow of things’ 

that is synonymous with another Chinese term, Wu, the formless. Proper adherence to the 

Dao, nurtures our ability to move through the world in a way that is completely 

spontaneous, as well as in harmony with the order of the natural and human worlds. 

 
Thought-collective 
This is a concept developed by the physician and biologist Fleck (1896-1961), who 

described thinking as a collective activity, in which a community of persons adopt certain 

ways of perceiving and transforming in an interpersonal space and where a thought style 

becomes characteristic of the ‘thought-collective’ (Sady 2018).  
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Training 
Training in this thesis has not been undertaken as a goal-oriented process to perfect a 

particular skill. The exercises that have been tried out and refined in this investigation 

draw on eastern traditions of self-awareness and neuroscientific evidence of telepathy, to 

explore the possibilities of sensing and communicating beyond the constraints of the 

physical body. This requires an un-learning of habitual ways of doing and thinking in order 

to develop our intuitive and unconscious abilities of sensing and knowing. The training 

requires the disciplined practice of learning how not to try, an effortless action that draws 

on the Daoist concept of Wu-wei. 

 
Ziran 

Ziran is a Daoist term, literally meaning ‘so of itself’. Ziran refers to the spontaneous 

unfolding of the natural course of events that can happen when unimpeded. It is 

spontaneous and self-soing, according to Slingerland it is ‘things as they are’ or literally, 

‘so-of-itself’ (Slingerland 2003, p.34). It is the kind of free spontaneity that comes from 

discipline and practice and is often alluded to in the Daoist texts when referring to a carver 

of wood or somebody with a refined skill like a cook. It’s not just spontaneity, it’s also 

authenticity, being fully oneself. 

 

Vincular Mind 
In my concept of Vincular Mind, an elastic sinuous psychic bond allows for individuals in 

all their distinctness to move together, think together, feel together, to sense and make 

sense. This is a mutual synergy, where each part is enhanced by summing their 

contributions with/to the other. These are psychic threads that bind and animate, 

articulate, tie and flex, offering us leverage, counterbalance, elasticity and suppleness. We 

are literally articulating these psychic joinings with our bones, joints, fascia and cells. 

 
Wu-wei  
Wu-wei is often translated as ‘doing nothing’ or ‘non-action’ but translates literally as ‘in 

the absence of/without doing exertion’. It has been described by the Chinese scholars 

Ames and Hall as ‘the absence of any course of action that interferes, with the particular 

focus’ (Ames & Hall 2004, p.39) Wu-wei is not mindless behaviour, rather it is understood 

as springing from ‘embodied mind’. Wu-wei is an achieved state, and the paradox of Wu-

wei is that it is achieved by trying hard not to try. The exploration of Wu-wei has been of 

great importance in in my investigation of improvisation, giving me a rich metaphorical 

context for developing ways of allowing for deep layers of consciousness to connect body 

and mind. 
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1A 

CHAPTER 1: INTER-TEMPORAL BEING 

 
 

Figure 3. Denys Blacker, Suspension Points (2014). Gola del Ter, Spain. Photographer Pau Molina. 
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The tendency of European thought from the seventeenth and eighteenth century 
onwards has been to treat body and mind as fundamentally different phenomena 
that operate at quite different levels and can be related to each other only with 
considerable difficulty. This tendency, while often associated with the French 
philosopher René Descartes, has deep roots in Western, and specifically Christian, 
thought, with its characteristic opposition of spiritual and material concerns. Such 
dichotomizing tends to lead to a materialist reduction on the one side, an idealist 
rejection of the world on the other, and leaves little room for a messy and complex 
reality that arguably includes not only the extremes, but much in between (Samuel 
& Johnston 2013, p.3). 

 

 

The territory of performance art is generally seen as indefinable, or at very best, difficult to 

categorise, but artists and theorists often recognise three defining features that we can 

discuss in relation to it, namely; time, space and presence. There is a consensus that the 

borders of performance art are drawn by these ‘elements’ to which the relationship 

between the artist and the audience is also taken into account.31 In this chapter, I will 

discuss how the entangled relationship that presence has with time and space is central to 

this study and I will consider how some artists explore in their practice, states of 

consciousness where the ordinary experience of time and space is altered and the 

apparition of something sensed, but not yet seen or understood, can emerge. I will look at 

specific characteristics of improvisation in performance art practice by artists who, 

although their works are very different, have an exceptional ability to integrate 

improvisational methods into the very heart of their approach. Notably, these practitioners 

have developed different ways of structuring their performances that allow for varying 

degrees of flexibility, where chance or risk is integrated in the actual making of the work, 

while chronological time and physical space are organised in such a way as to maintain a 

measure of control over what happens. I also identify an experience of time not limited to 

the chronological but embracing the psychical. Improvisation, in this context, can be 

understood as a political exploration of reality, where the structuring of time and space can 

liberate the artist from the restrictions of the time-space duality, allowing the future to 

unfold intuitively. 

 

 

                                                
31 This has become such a widely used and common definition of performance art that it even appears online 

in Wikipedia, on the webpage for FADO, the Canadian Performance Art Centre, and among others the 
webpage MOMA in New York. The introduction for the Marina Abramovic Method on the webpage of the 
Marina Abramovic Institute www., states that the method is an exploration of being present in both time 
and space’. https://mai.art/abramovic-method/ Retrieved 17th November 2017. This general description 
serves its purpose as a blank canvas onto which any variety of definitions can be projected, because 
time, space and presence, and the relationship to another, could be a definition of any given live situation, 
anywhere, anytime.  
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The Here and Now 
 

There is a preoccupation in performance art with being present that the Professor of 

Theatre Studies, Erika Fischer-Lichte has traced to the 1960s when artists called for ‘real’ 

presence, where an action or performance always really happened in the present – in real 

space and time, always hic et nunc, here and now (Fischer-Lichte 2008, p.97). We exist in 

a fundamentally different and more technological world from the 1960s, a world where 

there are so many ways of being present virtually, that the here-and-now has never been 

under more scrutiny. However, the continued interest in making live performance is 

evident in the number of artists who are being attracted to a practice that gives them 

forms of immediate and real, or tactile and sensual contact with the world. An altered 

sense of temporality is at the very heart of improvisation and the etymology of the verb ‘to 

improvise’ provides us with some clues about its relationship to doing, moving and seeing 

(Ciborra 1998). The origin of the word comes from the French, improviser, extempore 

meaning outside of time from the Latin improvisus, unforeseen. The future is emerging in 

the body, the conscious mind lagging behind. This is an act of presentiment (feeling the 

future) where a series of movements, sounds and actions unfold in an order that is 

impossible to predict.  

 

One of the clearest descriptions that I have found of improvisation was written, not by an 

artist or a psychologist, but by a man whose work was to study organisation and social 

systems. Claudio Ciborra, a Business Process Engineer discusses in his paper, Notes on 

Improvisation and Time, how he sees improvisation as a ubiquitous human practice. The 

ability to improvise, he writes, is a skill that can be employed in situations where rules and 

methods fail. He is referring to the world of business and the role improvisation can play in 

managerial models for problem solving. Procedural planning, he writes, is anticipatory of 

events to be performed in the future and follows an uninterrupted sequence of temporal 

events, while improvisation is ex-temporaneous or out of time, where in a moment 

something can take on a different meaning or usefulness. As he states, 

 

Improvisation is ex-temporaneous, because it does not belong to such an orderly 
distillation, formalization and transfer of past experience into future mileposts. 
Indeed, when encountering the future, improvisation relies on the past (the 
because-of motives), but it deploys it, by retrieving (quickly according to ordinary 
time) domains of experience in a moment of vision, ‘during’ which vast regions of 
experience are brought to bear to the situation at hand, as interpreted in that very 
moment. Improvisation feeds upon a recollection and rearrangement of the past 
that may not coincide with the one planned, and ‘frozen’ into the procedures, since 
it feeds upon the vision of the situation at the instant of occurrence, thus 
acknowledging the latest incoming events, interpretations and actions’ (Ciborra 
1998, p.14). 
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Improvisation is a skill that can be developed by training and it is common for other 

performative art forms such as dance and theatre to employ different improvisation 

techniques in order to foster innovation and spontaneity. Miranda Tufnell and Chris 

Crickmay describe one of the aims of improvisation as becoming ‘receptive to the 

immediate moment’ (Tufnell & Crickmay 1990), (Tufnell & Crickmay 2004) and in her 

book, A Widening Field: Journeys in Body and Imagination, Ruth Zaporah writes that 

improvisation relies upon our ability to ‘relax our attention into the present moment’ (1995, 

p.xx). Improvisation is a ubiquitous practice that depending by whom it is employed can 

have very different outcomes. In his book Landscape of the Now, the dancer Kent de 

Spain calls movement improvisation, ‘a loose collection of skills and practices, one that 

can’t even quite decide on a name’ (2014, p.5). Being present is central to all of these 

methods that commonly offer a variety of techniques for developing the ability to be in the 

immediate moment.  

This research looks at improvisation as an extemporal experience that does not prioritise 

the experience of the present moment. Rather it examines the possibility of an 

interconnected state of consciousness in which artists let go of their individual aims and 

pre-conceptions in favour of an inter-relational experience that is pre-conscious and pre-

epistemological. In this view of improvisation, it becomes almost impossible to locate the 

present moment and presence is considered a fluid state of interconnection. The training 

exercises developed during this investigation are discussed in Appendix I/3A.  

 

The artists considered in this research employ improvisation as a way to integrate the 

unexpected and changing circumstances that can arise during a performance. 

Responding to such changes depends on an ability to react, relying partly on experience 

and training, and partly on unconscious and subliminal responses and instantaneous 

adaptation and spontaneity. 32 Improvisation in this context, facilitates adaptability and 

spontaneity in response to circumstances that is not stuck in the present moment, but that 

allows the body to feel for the solution that is emerging from the future. This differentiates 

it from other performative art forms, because in this approach to improvisation there is no 

attachment to one particular outcome or form to the work. There is no expectation of what 

the work might be, no attachment to a particular artistic language or discipline. I call this 

‘empty handed’ improvisation.  

 

In Suspension Points (Figure 3), I explore this empty-handed approach by going to the 

coast in Girona with a photographer with no preconceived idea of what I might do. 

                                                
32 The subliminal is a term developed by the British psychologist F. W. H. Myers, whose ideas about subliminal 
consciousness would later be elaborated upon by Freud in his work on the unconscious. 
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Walking along the beach, I see the drift wood on the shore. I lift the heavy wooden 
trunk and measure it against me. I rest the point of the wood against my solar 
plexus, pressing it down into the damp sand. I step back, the wood staying upright, 
sunk into the shoreline. I find a second log and plant it a short way behind the first. 
Then leaning over the first pole, head down, I lift my leg behind me resting the 
point of my shoe on the pole behind me and press. My body swings up and tensing 
I become rigid, wooden. Poised, balanced, hanging. Chest pressing heart, breath 
hardening, I hold this π (pi), this infinite horizon. Before I have had time to think, 
Suspension Points, the title and the meaning, the reason for hanging for this short 
time between earth are clearly in my mind. I leave the wooden poles sunk in the 
sand, walking away to look for the next piece of driftwood. Each moment of 
suspension leaving two single upright marks punctuating the shoreline. 
 
 

Similarly, the Mexican artist Elvira Santamaría was an invited artist at Festival FEM in 

201233 when she was confronted with an unforeseen situation. The helium gas container 

that she had requested for her work did not function. A chance event can be a great 

discovery, reveal a new direction for the work, or destroy it by confusing and upsetting the 

artist. For Santamaría, ‘The art of Performance ‘is the capability, the power of transforming 

my own vision of things through active understanding and by acting accordingly’. 

Accepting something that is beyond her control is a way of dealing with unexpected 

difficulty in a positive way. Improvisation is also a form of self- awareness that she sees as 

a training for everyday life, that prepares her for ‘all kinds of bad things that can afflict us’. 

‘It is', she says, ‘something that rewards me with the chance to observe myself’. In FEM, 

she was able to respond to the problem of faulty material by understanding it as a 

challenge, a process of exploration and self-observation. Finding some candles, 

Santamaría began ‘a minimal improvisation’, a process with herself and what she had to-

hand, in the space and with the situation. 

 
Figure 4. Elvira Santamaría performing The Process of Darkness to Light during FEM_10 (2010) at the Centre 
Cultural la Mercè, Girona, Spain. Photographer: Ana Rita Rodrigues. Ó Denys Blacker. 

 
                                                
33 FEM is an annual International Performance Art Festival dedicated to showing the work of women artists. 

Co-founded by Denys Blacker and Anet van de Elzen in 2002 in Madremanya, Spain. It is in its fifteenth 
edition. 
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Ciborra sees such unpredictability as a possibility for innovation and reinvention, 

describing how during improvisation, 

 
the world constituted by procedures, methods and systems is suddenly ‘up for 
grabs’. Conventional meanings attributed to ‘things’, ‘actions’ and ‘events’ are re-
defined, re- registered and bent to acquire new ones in a highly contingent way. 
Objects and people get ‘lifted out’ and recombined in a new, ‘temporary’ order, 
largely on the basis of past experience (Ciborra 1998). 
 

For Santamaría, performance is intimately related to the reality that surrounds and a 

situation that might become critical for her, becomes favourable as a field in which she 

‘interrogates herself in action’. This is performance as a process of transformation, where 

objects themselves are not inert, but enter into a dialogue with the artist. In the 

semidarkness of the space, Santamaría remembers that she began by simply trying to 

keep the candle alight on the floor, and that the flame became a metaphor for her own 

process, the candle itself throwing light on her own understanding of what she was doing. 

This requires her to have confidence in an inner knowing that cannot be forced or 

contrived. This is a confidence that comes with practice and I have discussed this further 

in relation to training in Appendix I/3A. 

 

Ciborra understands improvisation as an irruption into consciousness of the authentic self, 

that is normally latent and contained within a world of procedures and routine (1998). 

Authenticity means something that is trustworthy and reliable, but in performance art it is 

often employed to refer to those performances that transmit a sense of coherence, that 

convince. The etymology of the word comes from the Greek authentes, one acting on 

one’s own authority, from autos, self and hentes, doer or being. In this sense it could 

describe someone who is genuine, true to themselves or being themselves.  

Among performance artists, there is an often-expressed desire to avoid pretence or 

artifice, a belief that to be authentic, one cannot pretend. It is used as well, to signify 

performance works that have coherence and intensity, those works that transmit to the 

audience in a powerful way. Being ourselves in performance, it could be argued, is 

inherently constructed and therefore always unnatural. However, in the context of this 

research, I examine the idea of authenticity as the ability to embody the right action, an 

inner coherence that is transmitted by the performer and perceptible to the viewer.  

I have come to realise over the years, that improvisation is an essential component of the 

most memorable works that I have seen. These are works that have awoken my curiosity 

to ask questions, that have challenged my prejudice and assumptions, have surprised and 

above all moved me in a way that is not only emotional but also intellectual. It was in 

these moments that I have been jolted, awakened to the reality of a co-presence, 

absorbed by a common activity of which there is no protagonist, as in the Greek tradition, 
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‘as Proto, the First, the one who stands alone, who rebels, thinks and acts for himself’ 

(Boal 1979, p.xiii). It is rather, a communal way of thinking, where the space between the 

observer and the observed becomes blurred. This is a sensing that allows for meanings to 
emerge, for questions to solidify and for new directions to be taken, all apparently 

simultaneously. This is not a logical communication, nor is it language based, rather it is a 

sensation, a consciousness that goes beyond the rational. 

 

Exploring this question of extemporaneous qualities of presence, Erika Fischer- Lichte in 

her book, The Transformative Power of Performance, indicates that, in order to discuss 

temporality, we inevitably have to consider the important theme of mind-body and 

consciousness. She describes this as the ‘embodied mind in the act of becoming’, a 

‘radical concept of presence’ which erases the body-mind dichotomy and where it is 

possible to perceive energy as circulating, transformative and vital (Fischer-Lichte 2008, 

p.99). These moments are singular and unrepeatable, offering unlimited possibilities for 

novel interactions and intersections (Morazzoni 2005).  

 

In improvisation, there seems to be a projection towards the future beyond the constraints 

of time, that is intuitive rather than logical, psychological rather than physical. It is this 

experience of timeless non-duality that can happen in moments of improvisation that I will 

be looking at in this research. Being in this timeless space, as I have experienced it in my 

own work, is to experience a freedom from the limits of all my varied perceptions of time. It 

is the possibility to move into an expanded zone of attention and awareness that feels out 

of time. But importantly there is a sense of connection to that which surrounds me: the 

objects, the people, the sounds. I am not disconnected in a world of my own, I become 

receptive, open, even permeable. This requires me to be ready to change, adaptable to 

circumstances and to pay simultaneous attention to inner and outer events. The paradox 

of this is that in this space of improvisation (out of time), we cannot experience the here-

and-now (located in time). 

 

The artist Marilyn Arsem has contemplated the many ways we might engage with time. In 

her recent work 100 Ways of Considering Time, she made one hundred, six hour-long 

performances as a ‘series of experiments on the nature of time’ (Munsell & Saywell 2016). 

Performance for Arsem, ‘is a practice that remains anchored in the here-and-now, keeping 

me grounded in the limits of my body and the reality of time’. Being responsive and 

attentive to the space and to people is something that forces her to, in her own words, 

‘pay attention, and to operate fully in the present’. When Arsem talks of operating in the 

present, I understand this to refer to her heightened attention of the experience of time 
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passing. There are many questions that arise around the actual experience of the here-

and-now that Arsem proposes and in particular the question of being fully present when 

your mind is elsewhere, such as on day 81 in which she lies hidden from view under a 

black cloth in the corner of the room? Her own question to the audience, ‘How do you 

experience time?’ (Arsem 2016, p.104), reveals that her core interest in this performance 

series lies in understanding time, how we move through time and how time moves through 

us. It is also a desire to be aware of time passing. When Arsem says, ‘I want to imagine 

the future that I cannot know. I want to locate the past that I cannot remember’ (2016, 

p.100), she is inevitably moving into a more complex area of investigation that stretches 

beyond the limitations of the more procedure-based scores for each work (Arsem 2016, 

p.100). Where is the here-and-now for Arsem, when on Day 75, she sat with her eyes 

closed, thinking about being alone in her old age? In this work, the passing of time or 

chronos, offers a chance to contemplate the relationship of body with mind, or of the 

external world with the internal world, but time as chairos, which is often translated as the 

proper time to act, is about timing, the decisive moment, a qualitative experience of time 

that cannot be measured, and that is apprehended through action and not planned by 

thought (Yasuo 2008, pp.145–6). Although many artists, like Arsem, still use the term 

‘here-and-now’, to describe how they experience time during their performance, there is a 

difference between the chronological linear passing of time, that happens when we are 

completing a task and the psychological experience of time and space merging that 

happens in moments of improvisation and in which I am interested. This is the experience 

of presence as timelessness. 

  

Contingency and Consented Time 
 

Feeling and touch are two aspects of experience that can be overpowered by the other 

cognitive senses, particularly by vision. Artists in this study have often noted that they 

need to close their eyes in order to hear themselves think or to connect with what they are 

feeling. This can also expand to include feeling or sensing the other, through a kind of 

listening that is not auditive or visual, rather experienced as inner listening. To explore this 

aspect of inner listening, I developed a series of exercises in which it was important to 

keep the eyes closed and these are detailed in Appendix I/3A. In the exercises, the 

experience of time can be disorienting, and a short exercise can seem to last for ages, or 

a longer exercise can seem to go by in a flash. Calculating the passing of chronological 

time can be very difficult. During performance art improvisation, time fills the performative 

space, the observer may come and go, but the artist remains, tied to the chosen space for 

a duration that is not necessarily a fixed set of minutes, hours or days, but for what I call a 
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con-sented time. By this term, I mean an agreement with time, a feeling for time. This 

could be considered as a relationship to psychological time rather than chronological time, 

in which ‘here and now’ doesn't sit in a linear sequence of events between the ‘already 

been’ and the ‘not yet’ (Ciborra 1998). This requires the artist to develop a very particular 

feeling for time and timing, where the 'right' time to act is not necessarily the planned time, 

where timing is internal and intuitive rather than chronological and controlled. Cormac 

Power, Senior Lecturer in Performing Arts at the University of Northumbria, Newcastle, 

identifies ‘literal presence’ as being intimately linked with notions of time through the act of 

becoming, a literal mode of presence that includes the idea of contingency in relation to 

time, space and presence (Power 2008, p.87). Significantly, this concept of contingency is 

often brought up in relation to performance works. In this context, contingency can be 

understood as, 'the absence of certainty in events’, but it can also mean, 'as forming part 

of a larger group'. Additionally, there is, hidden in the meaning of contingent, an aspect of 

touch, (Latin contingentem, ‘happening, touching,’) which suggests the tactile and the 

physical, but also the emotional, as in 'to be touched'. In this sense, it evokes the 

(syn)aesthetic, a fleshy, noetic knowing that is tactile and visceral, that blurs the inner with 

the outer, the semantic with the somatic (Machon 2011).  

 

With these nuanced aspects in mind, I will use the term ‘contingent’ to refer to the 

particular qualities of improvisation that I am focusing on, relating it to both the subjective 

experience of time while retaining a vital relationship to the visceral qualities of the 

communication created, and to the experiences involved. This unpremeditated way of 

acting is seen as not being entirely in control of ourselves and the situation, the 

assumption being that by improvising, we are in some way less responsible for our 

actions, that the lack of planning will result in a less satisfactory outcome, that it is 

inefficient. There is a fear, that when we act in this way, we are not totally responsible for 

our actions. However, it is precisely when we do improvise, relaxing our mental control 

and allowing intuition and imagination to lead us, melting the boundaries of our 

accumulated knowledge with the unexpected, that we have a chance to break through 

logic into a completely unexpected and novel situation or solution. This is not the out of 

control behaviour associated with destructive human conduct. It is an effective and direct 

way of accessing deep layers of meaningful knowledge as well as allowing completely 

new and original ideas to emerge. Invention is an outcome of improvisation, where 

pushed to move beyond the limits of conscious knowledge by necessity, we can access 

areas of knowing that provide us with direct and effective information. The possibility for 

reinvention and semantic subversion is one of the factors that attracts performers to 

improvisation, and in this living, conscious interaction with the world there is an intuitive 
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exploration of non-hierarchical relationships, where the ability to listen and hear is as 

important as the capacity to interpret and to find meaning. I am not referring to an aimless, 

anything goes approach to improvisation, with no particular aim or focus. Improvisation is 

not, in the work I am interested in, an embodied day-dreaming or mind-wandering. There 

is a disciplined practice that underlies this kind of improvisation that demands a balance 

between both the intellectual and the intuitive. It is necessary to develop a balance 

between the rules that give structure to the work and the areas in which there is nothing 

planned. 

 

In this regard, the practice of Ferrer34 is particularly relevant because of her critical 

engagement with both conceptual and irrational processes in her work. Ferrer has been 

making performance since the 1960s and her preoccupation with time is present in all of 

her work, which includes installation and photography. Her ongoing interest, both in her 

writing and in her performance, in presence, space and time, have made her an 

invaluable source of material in this thesis. In her work, she is drawn to the immeasurable 

and the unimaginable aspects of time in her explorations of infinity, Pi and prime numbers. 

Ferrer considers her work to be a form of minimalism, and this can be observed in her 

involvement with the group Fluxus35 and as a member of the Spanish group Zaj.36 At first 

glance her performances seem to be hermetically planned, following a ‘score’37 of 

instructions in which she organises time, space and presence as a framework or 

scaffolding to sustain the concepts she has brought into play. As Ferrer stated when 

interviewed by the author in Spain in 2015, 

 
I always work around the idea of time and, for me, in performance, the idea of time 
is important in order to get organised and organise the time of the action. Space is 
also important for me, because it often affects me. Firstly, time and space cannot 
be separated, but space conditions me, because even within my movements, what 
I do, what I don’t do, I still have to calculate the time I’m going to take. So, 

                                                
34 Esther Ferrer (1937, San Sebastian, Spain) is an interdisciplinary artist, considered to be one of the most 

important Spanish Contemporary artists. She has made performances since 1966 when she became a 
member of ZAJ, an experimental music and performance group, joining Walter Marchetti and Joan 
Hidalgo who were invited to New York by John Cage and took part in several Fluxus events. After ZAJ, 
she has continued to present her performances around the world. She has made many acclaimed 
exhibitions of her work. In 1999 she was one of the two artists representing Spain in the Venice Biennale. 
In 2008 she received the Spanish National Prize for the Arts and in 2012 the Gure Artea Prize from the 
Basque Government. In 2014, she won the MAV Prize (Women in the Visual Arts) and in 2014 the Marie 
Claire Contemporary Art Prize as well as the Velazquez Fine Arts Prize in Spain. http://estherferrer.fr/en/ 
Retrieved 12 July 2017. 

35 An interdisciplinary artist movement, Fluxus became known for the experimental and interdisciplinary work 
by the mostly male artists such as Dick Higgins, George Maciunas or Wolf Vostell. Yoko Ono and Alison 
Knowles are two of the few women to form part of Fluxus.  

36 Zaj was founded in 1964 by Juan Hidalgo and Walter Marchetti. Zaj took part in Fluxus events, invited by 
John Cage with whom they had known since 1958. Esther Ferrer joined the group in 1967 and remained 
in the group until 1996 when it was disbanded.  

37 Ferrer’s use of the word score is influenced by John Cage’s development of score for his own ‘musical’ 
performance works. However, during Franco’s fascist regime in Spain, when Ferrer was a member of the 
group Zaj, using a score instead of a script meant that the works escaped the scrutiny of the censors. 
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sometimes, the space forces me to change the timing of things. But this is part of 
the structure of the performance, not the concept. The concept I may have is 
something else. These three elements are part as the chassis, brush and paint. 
For me, they are raw materials that I organise and place at the service of the 
concept of the performance. 

 

However, it is in the flexibility of the frontiers of her concepts, that I recognise her 

incredible ability to improvise. This is observable in the way she permits the unstructured, 

undefined and open part of her score to breathe, allowing for the possibility of any number 

of variations to come into play. In this unknown, contingent side of the work, Ferrer is 

without a safety net, depending on her skill to improvise and to think on her feet. Held 

within the safe boundaries of the scaffolding, she enters into a mode of heightened 

attention allowing for the mutual construction of the work as it arises in the presence of the 

audience. 

 
Figure 5. Ferrer performing Moving Around a Square in Every Way Possible (2004) at Festival FEM_04, La 
Bisbal d’Empordà, Catalonia, Spain. Photographer: Mª Grazia Ruggiero. Ó Denys Blacker 

 

In the performance of Moving Around the Square in Every Way Possible, Ferrer states in 

the score that, ‘all variations are valid including this one’. This is a public agreement with 

the audience to be open to possible change. There is an incitement to become involved 

intellectually in the content building of the art work, something that is offered on a discreet, 

autonomous basis yet that creates a palpable tension between the artist and the people in 

the room. There is an unspoken possibility tendered to the members of the audience; to 

be awake, to be attentive to what she is doing or saying and to take responsibility for their 

own interpretation and degree of engagement. 

 

Maintaining such open boundaries within her work is, for Ferrer, a political stance, and as 

such, coherent with her own experience, born, as she was during the Spanish Civil, 

growing up under the ensuing Fascist regime of General Franco and in her experience of 

the transition to democracy. Freedom to act as one wishes, is a priority for Ferrer who is 

critical of historical utopias, that she understands as standing in opposition to the practice 
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of performance art. In a letter to John Cage in response to a question about the future of 

anarchism, Ferrer proposes a utopia based on a feminist anarchy, an intelligent, creative 

practice of individual and social liberty that is both joyful and pleasurable but that follows 

no fixed model. She states, 

 
Anarchy is quite simply a problem of assuming individual responsibility. It is the 
idea that each person conceives of himself as a thinking being, capable of making 
his life decisions without delegating his decision-making capacities to someone 
else, whether it be a god, a king, a state, a party, an ingenious artist, a master of 
thought, a leader, a mother or a father. Now, to be more specific, for me, John, 
anarchy really does have the future that people are talking about, and for a reason 
much more concrete than the one, fundamental for me, which I spoke about 
before, that is, creative conduct, as opposed to subordinate conduct, and positive 
individualism: Each free to act as they think best (Ferrer 1991). 

 
The freedom to act as one thinks best for Ferrer, is always in relation to the world and 

therefore necessitates a process of deep consideration in order to cultivate the capacities 

needed for making the right life-decisions. To this end, Ferrer creates a time and space in 

her performance in which to foster and develop these interconnected considerations in the 

company of others. Ferrer’s works are meticulously crafted, and the space is inhabited 

wholly by her, not as a stage but as the space that holds us with her. 

 

Psychological Time- Estar Estando 
 

Chantal Pontbriand, contemporary art curator and critic, in a talk at the event, On 

Liveness, at the Tate Gallery in London,38 describes performance as having 

‘contemporaneity’ from con and tempus – literally to be with time, yet it is also, she says, 

 
living in one's time, having a sense of time, is having a sense of what time is about, 
what the times are about, of what time is carrying with itself in terms of ways of 
seeing and ways of thinking about the world and the place that we live in 
(Pontbriand 2014).  

 
This multiple experience of time is not just limited to seeing and thinking, but being with 

time involves a feeling of one’s lifetime, that the Japanese philosopher Yasuo Yuasa 

describes as carrying life characteristics, a life-activity ‘that exists behind all that is formed 

in the world as a whole’ (Yasuo 2008, p.150).  

 

In Ferrer’s work, I have seen how the construction of a conceptual, functional and 

aesthetic scaffolding, that forms the fixed script/score/rules of the work, leaves areas of 

the performance unscripted and unknown or simply open. The degree to which this 

                                                
38 On Liveness: Pre, During, Beyond took place on the 10th April 2014 at 18.30–20.30 at the Tate Modern, 

London. 



 

 
34 

scaffolding determines the action, may vary, but in the unscripted areas of performance, 

there is the potential of each moment to exist as something entirely new, that sits outside 

of time. This is not to say that the work is unplanned, but that the planning is never an 

insurance for the future. She describes the actual experience of time in these moments as 

multi-layered and as infinitely and repetitively happening, stating, 

 
there is chronological time, there is real time or what we call real, but we don’t 
really know what it is, but then there is psychological time. Time happens infinitely, 
repeating itself with its presence in an infinite way, taking place and defining a 
place, a memory, history, oblivion and life.39 

 
This engagement with psychological time requires attention and practice, it is the result of 

a detailed preparation, a coherence of thought and action that can be felt by the artist and 

those present as a sense of rightness, or the kind of authenticity that I defined earlier in 

the chapter. Ferrer has cultivated a practice of being in the moment and doing what has to 

be done that illustrates such an attitude. She describes this as estar estando, a difficult to 

translate phrase in Spanish, that I have described as, ‘to be there, just being’ or ‘to just 

be’. She equates this approach to the influence of Zen Buddhism recounting how,  

 
In Buddhism they say, ‘when I’m hungry I eat, when I’m tired, I sleep’, OK so that’s 
it. When I’m doing a performance, I’m doing a performance. Yet there are times 
when you are doing a performance yet you’re not doing it, you’re there physically 
but mentally you’re thinking about your life problems, or physical, mental, 
psychological problems, whatever. So, you should have slept, and you didn’t sleep, 
or you should have eaten, and you didn’t eat. You have to be there in the being - 
estar estando. I always tell my students, when you are doing a performance you 
must be there, just being.40 

 
Although Ferrer admits that she has never been a practitioner of Zen meditation, her 

studio practice is silent and solitary, and could be understood as a kind of meditation or 

contemplation.

 
Figure 6. Ferrer performing Questions (2016) during Festival FEM at Bòlit Centre d’Art Contemporani, Girona, 
Spain. Ó Denys Blacker. 

                                                
39 I conducted this interview for the European Live Art Archive (ELAA) in the University of Girona in 2011. 
40 This is from an interview with Esther Ferrer recorded at my home at Madremanya, Spain in 2015. 
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In Questions, presented in FEM_16 in 2016, Ferrer has a box full of folded papers with a 

series of questions that she has built up over several years. Ferrer tells the audience that 

she will take a question from the box and subsequently, will try to answer it herself. She 

offers the public the opportunity to answer the questions, as well as to ask their own 

questions if they like. There will be one minute exactly to speak, when a bell will be rung 

to stop whoever is talking. The balance Ferrer maintains, between the fixed rules and the 

open concept, requires an intellectual agility and self-control that frees her to be open and 

ready for all potential versions of her performance.  

 

In this improvised and interconnected experience, time and space are not experienced as 

linear, yet we know very little about the actual way we access such unconscious and 

timeless ways of knowing. In an attempt to understand more about our ability to access 

information in improvisational processes, the neuroscientists, Limb and Braun, have 

investigated how musicians’ brains function during improvisation. Spontaneous creativity 

is, they state, 

 
a quintessential feature of human behaviour, but the neural substrates that give 
rise to it remain largely unidentified. Spontaneous artistic creativity is often 
considered one of the most mysterious forms of creative behaviour, frequently 
described as occurring in an altered state of mind beyond conscious awareness or 
control, while its neurophysiological basis remains obscure (Limb & Braun 2008). 
 

Interestingly, Limb and Braun draw attention to the similarities they found in brain activity 

during improvisation with other altered states of consciousness such as meditation, 

hypnosis, daydreaming and REM sleep. These altered states of consciousness are 

reported by some performance artists. In the areas of neuroscience and psychology, more 

is gradually being understood about this kind of intelligence that is not procedure based; 

using logical, carefully studied plans to solve problems. Rather this intelligence develops 

the fast moving and spontaneous ways of being that rely on what cognitive science has 

recognised as hot cognition, the fast automatic ‘unconscious’ thinking which is related to 

the body, as opposed to cold cognition, the slow deliberate and effortful thinking which is 

related to the mind (Slingerland 2015). This is a psychophysical knowing, an embodied 

mind in the act of becoming, that is central to performances of a contingent nature. In the 

text for a catalogue of Ferrer's work for the Biennale in Venice, David Pérez writes, ‘The 

succession of instants into which we are submerged and in which, far from any name, we 

reflect by means of a duration without hours, marks the course of something that does not 

wish to be time’ (Pérez 1999). Maybe it is this ‘time that does not wish to be time’ that can 

give us a clue to the nature of the experience of time in performance art, not as a pristine 

moment or a holy grail, but as a continuum that cannot be contained. 
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Feeling the Future – Extended Awareness 
 

How psychological time is perceived by unconscious and conscious processes and how 

this relates to physical time is also the primary goal of the research being carried out by 

the neuroscientist, Dr Julia Mossbridge41. In a meta-analysis of experiments from seven 

independent laboratories, she found evidence suggesting that it is possible for the body to 

know before the mind what is about to happen. In her research, she discovered signs of 

our capacity as humans to predict the future. She calls this predictive anticipatory activity 

(PAA). Mossbridge suggests, ‘that the human body can apparently detect randomly 

delivered stimuli occurring 1–10 s in the future’ (Mossbridge et al. 2014). This is 

controversial scientific research, but an inspiring possibility to apply to performance art 

improvisation, suggesting that it might be possible to step slightly forward with the mind, to 

join the body that already knows what is about to happen.  

The American scientist Dean Radin, a researcher in the field of parapsychology and Chief 

Scientist at the Institute of Noetic42 Science (IONS)43 in California, calls this experience of 

time/space, the ‘expanded now’ or the ‘five second present’. This is the experience of a 

present moment that is wider than the here-and-now. Radin writes, ‘the present may not 

be where - or when - we thought it was’ (Radin 1997). He goes on to agree with 

Mossbridge that, ‘under certain circumstances we can consciously or unconsciously 

respond to events in our future, events that we have no normal way of knowing’ (Radin 

2009). Radin and Lobach have found positive evidence that shows how unconscious 

fluctuations in the autonomic or nervous system respond to future stimuli, and that they 

call the presentiment effect. Performance artists have affirmed to me in this study, their 

experience of this slippage of time/space or presentiment. This might be a feeling of 

knowing what is about to happen or an unexplained desire to behave in a certain way. It 

                                                
41 Dr Julia Mossbridge is Scientific Director at Mossbridge Institute, Director of the Innovation Lab at the 

Institute of Noetic Sciences, Visiting Scholar in the Psychology Department at Northwestern University, 
Science Director at Focus@Will Labs, and an Associated Professor in Integral and Transpersonal 
Psychology at the California Institute of Integral Studies. Her investigations have looked at, how the 
unconscious mind interacts with conscious awareness. Whether we can we predict the future, and how 
science can foster personal growth. http://www.mossbridgeinstitute.com/about/ Retrieved 16 November 
2017 (Radin 2009). 

42 Noetic science, from the Greek word noesis meaning intuition or direct inner knowing. Noetic science is 
described by Dean Radin as a ‘branch of science that uses rigorous scientific methods, focused by 
multidisciplinary scholarship, to study the nature of direct inner knowing and the boundaries between the 
subjective and the objective. In broad terms, noetic science investigates the role of consciousness in the 
physical world, and ultimately, the nature of reality’.  

43 The Institute of Noetic Sciences (IONS), was founded in 1973 by Apollo 14 astronaut, US Navy Capitan 
Edgar Mitchell, ‘to broaden the knowledge of the nature and potentials of mind and consciousness and to 
apply that knowledge to the enhancement of human well-being and the quality of life on the planet.’ IONS 
is a non-profit organization dedicated to supporting individual and collective transformation through 
consciousness research, transformative learning, and engaging a global community in the realization of 
our human potential. The aim of IONS is to create a shift in consciousness worldwide—where people 
recognize that we are all part of an interconnected whole and are inspired to take action to help humanity 
and the planet thrive. http://noetic.org/about/history Retrieved 2 March 2016. 
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can also be felt as timelessness in the flow of action that is not consciously controlled. It 

might manifest as well, in the simultaneous emergence of meaning between inner and 

outer events, in the form of meaningful coincidences or synchronicity. Common to these 

experiences is the sense of an inner certainty, a lack of doubt that the American 

Psychophysiologist Rollin McCraty, in his research into intuition and the 

electrophysiological role of the heart, recognises. This he describes as ‘an immediate total 

sense of the thing as a whole’ (McCraty et al. 2004), an experience which expands 

beyond the ‘here-and-now to the everything-at-anytime’. The experience of the 

interconnection of all things in space and time is what the scientist Ervin Laszlo sees as 

evidence of an integral consciousness that he calls the Akashic Field (Laszlo 2014, p.64). 

44 The Akashic Field is just one of the current theories that attempts to describe a 

mechanism by which non-local interconnection of all things in space and time might work. 

Jahn and Dunne refer to it as the Source in which consciousness is immersed ‘and with 

which it intersects to generate all manner of experience’ (Jahn & Dunne 2009).  

Interconnectedness is explored by Barad in her concept of intra-action. In her profound re-

reading of the work of the physicist Niels Bohr, she describes how in quantum physics, 

time is not universally given, but rather that time is articulated and re-synchronised 

through various material practices (Barad 2007, p.66). Niels Bohr called into question the 

inherent distinction between subject and object and argued for the relational nature of the 

measurement process, in which the observer and the observed are inseparable, existing 

in what Barad calls an intra-active space of becoming. Barad has differentiated inter-

action, which assumes that there are ‘separate individual agencies that precede their 

interaction’, from intra-action, which ‘signifies the mutual constitution of entangled 

agencies’ (Barad 2007, p.33). This dynamic approach to time, space and presence can to 

be found too, in ancient Eastern thought systems, such as Daoism or Zen Buddhism, 

whose world views reflect a way of thinking in which feeling and thought, idea and 

experience are inseparable. I discuss this further in Chapter Six/2C. 

 

Losing Control of Time 
 

In psychological time, not only is it possible to lose the notion of chronological time, but 

artists can enter into a space where selected aspects of self-control are loosened. While 

this is something that can create intense moments in the work, it can also be risky, and 

this is probably one of the reasons that some artists avoid improvisation. There are 

                                                
44 Akasha is a Sanskrit term meaning aether or atmosphere. In Hindi akash means sky or heaven and refers 

to one of the five elements of the cosmos; Vata (air), Agni(fire), Ap (water), Prithivi (earth) and Akasha 
which is described as space, brilliance or all-encompassing light. It is considered in this way as the 
fundamental element, the ultimately real dimension of the cosmos (Laszlo 2014, p.26). 
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different levels of risk that artists can embed within their methodology and that can range 

from real physical risk to more philosophical and intellectual risk-taking. In regard to this, 

risk is not only an individual concern, but also something that requires careful 

consideration in relation to how an audience may be adversely affected through 

vicarious/empathetic communication. The essential role of risk-taking in performance art 

processes, presents us with ethical challenges and begs important questions about choice 

and responsibility. Giving audiences a choice is central to the practice of Ferrer and she 

will often begin her performance by offering audiences the opportunity to come and go as 

they please. Bearing in mind the possibility of failure that accompanies risk, the 

connection that artists establish with the audience/participants becomes direct and 

visceral. Although Ferrer states that she does not address the emotional in her work, but 

rather the intellectual, it is nonetheless true that her work can have a visceral effect on 

those who watch her. I use the term visceral, as described by Machon in reference to 

immersive theatre, as ‘experiences that affect a very particular type of response where the 

innermost, often inexpressible, emotionally sentient feelings a human is capable of are 

actuated’ (2011, p.197). Machon’s research into immersive theatre, has much to contribute 

to the understanding of the permeable borders between performer and audience that 

occur in both performance art and the kinds of performative practices that can be 

understood as existing on the border between theatre and performance art.45 Machon 

proposes that audience members at immersive theatre events experience ‘poetic 

(re)inventions of space, time and activity’, this she describes as being ‘between times’. 

(Machon 2016). Conscious, as I am, that performance art and immersive theatre have 

very different aesthetics and methodologies, I have found Machon’s writing about the lived 

experience of immersive theatre as being relevant to this research. Her rendering of the 

visceral, refers to those encounters or occurrences that we engage in directly and which 

affects an upheaval, or disturbance of the physiological body itself (Machon 2013a, 

p.197). 

 

Artists Beside Themselves - Extended Presence 
 
Radin and his team have examined how awareness might extend beyond the accepted 

boundaries of time and space as a trans-temporal aspect of consciousness,46 in studies 

                                                
45 Machon discusses the role of audience participation in immersive theatre in depth, in her book Immersive 

Theatres (Machon 2013b). 
46 The investigation looked at eight experienced meditators and eight matched controls by measuring 32 

channels of EEG before, during, and after exposure to unpredictable light and sound stimuli. The 
experiment postulated that if some aspect of consciousness extends beyond the present moment, then 
prestimulus electrocortical signals should differ depending on stimuli that were about to be selected by a 
truly random process, and that if such experiences were catalysed through meditation practice, then 
prestimulus differences should be more apparent in meditators than in non-meditators (Radin et al. 2011). 
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carried out on experienced mediators and non-meditators. They were tested for the 

psychophysical correlates of what has been termed ‘nondual awareness’, a subjective 

state of awareness that can arise in moments of peak experience.47 Such states have 

been reported for millennia across cultures, where practitioners of meditation report 

experiencing the dissolving of boundaries between self and other, between past, present 

and future, a feeling of being at one with everything or a sense of timelessness. Radin 

found evidence, like Mossbridge of the ‘presentiment effect’, in which the subjective sense 

of awareness can sometimes extend into the future (Radin et al. 2011).  

 

For the English performance artist, Victoria Gray, performance is an intangible field of 

interaction, where she can experience moving beyond the limitations of time and space, 

beyond the body, into a transformational space where artist and ‘other’ meet. In an 

interview with her in York in 2017, she described to me, the importance of trying to 

articulate this, asking, 

What are its limits beyond the body? Beyond the body of the performer? Beyond 
the performance context? So, it’s beyond the time, space, and body of the 
performance, what else is it doing? Where else is it going? How else is it 
transforming things? And that’s very hard to measure, and it’s intangible and I’m 
not even sure how you would record that kind of thing, or even talk about it. But it’s 
definitely (important) just to acknowledge that it’s doing something. 
 

Gray explains how, in her performance she tries to feel or sense things before they 
happen. She recounts, 
 

So, there’s this kind of zero point where nothing is everything, and again, I think 
that’s exactly where I feel like I want to try and get to in the performance, not 
necessarily a meditative state, though it might look like that but what I’m trying to 
do is get to that point where I’m going underneath the experience to try and get to 
something, to try and catch it before it’s realised and try and be in that space as 
much as possible. And I do that through kinaesthetic means. 
 

For Gray, the inner, non-visual or immaterial aspect of her work is felt as energy. It is what 

moves her body to action, as she states, 

 
My material is energy and my job here is to work and modulate and direct that 
energy in a certain way.’ and that, then, will cause my body to move in a certain way 
but the impetus is not the body first of all, it’s about the energy making the body 
move rather than the body moving in a certain way and then allowing something 
else to be presented or represented.  

This internal directing of her own energy unleashes movement, small but perceptible 

changes in her body that can be, at times, violent or tense. These are both visual and 

                                                
47 Peak experiences are transcendent moments of joy or elation, amazement or awe, that according to Gayle 

Privette, share three key characteristics; they are significant to the person who has them, they are 
fulfilling, and they have a feeling of spirituality, where people feel at one with the world and lose their 
sense of time. 
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aesthetic as well as energetic and corporeal modes of adjustment that come from an inner 

knowing. Gray’s movements can be barely visible as exquisite micro-gestures, that 

nevertheless illicit our careful attention. It is also important for Gray to try and articulate 

this way of working from a viewpoint that is no longer singular, but that is embedded in the 

complexity of the live situation and therefore plural. The experience of feeling oneself to 

be both in and out of the performance is common to the artists in this study. This is a 

strange doubling, where the artist feels at the same time the subject and object of the 

work. Approaching situations from their unfamiliarity is also a way of maintaining a tension 

and attention in the lived moment. But there are ingrained filters, unconscious habits and 

conditioning that prevent us from connecting to an open space of timeless interconnection 

to become completely open to change, flexible and flowing. Some of these filters might 

prevent us from causing damage, but others could inhibit and reduce our creative 

possibilities, preventing us from being open to the possibilities of change.  

Conclusion 

In this performance territory that I have looked at, time, space and presence are taken 

literally by the performer on one level, while on another they are experienced as a 

liberation from duality, allowing them to enter into states of consciousness that are 

nonlinear and even transcendent. Artists engage with a common aesthetic and sensibility, 

that although complex to describe, may be understood in terms of the human qualities 

explored by them, rather than by a methodology, technique or end-product. There is no 

clear discipline as such that can be said to give the artist a set of tools, that is the same 

for all practitioners, in the way perhaps there is in other disciplines such as dance or 

music. I have shown how the ability to improvise can allow artists to develop a conscious 

state of intra-action, where time and space, cause and effect, object and subject are 

threaded through each other (Barad 2007, p.236). In these performance works, the 

differing engagements with improvisation by the artist allow for the emergence of 

controlled but directed experiences of co-presence and intra-action, that is felt as an 

intermittent connection to a particular state of consciousness. I suggest that improvisation, 

as shown in the works in this study, contributes to the ‘sharpening of the theoretical tool of 

performativity’ (Barad 2008, p.122) by exploring the mutability of subtle bodily boundaries 

that the anthropologist Susan Greenwood describes as magical consciousness in which 

the body is potentially porous to the intrusion of spirit. These are ways of experiencing 

body-mind-spirit that were of much interest to early research into of the paranormal 

(James 1890) (Rhine 1934) and were central to spiritualist practices that I explore further 

in Chapter Two/1B. 
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1B 

CHAPTER TWO: INTER-SENSUAL KNOWING  

 
 
Figure 7. Denys Blacker. Cor-Bella/Corb-Ella at Empremta, Cardedeu, Spain (2015). 
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The division between within and without in this sense seems to 
become every year a more subtle and bewildering problem. 
George Eliot, in a letter to the medium Harriet Beecher Stowe, 24th June 1872. 

 

The Borderland  
 

In drawing together the activities of spiritualist mediums with the particular performance 

art practice of the artists in this study, I intend to show how the inter-relationships that 

mediums engage with, anticipates the performance practices looked at in which artists 

explore unbounded and extended senses of self.  

 

At the fin de siècle, the belief in the survival of the soul after death was fundamental to the 

members of the widely popular Spiritualist Movement, who not only believed that it was 

possible to communicate with the dead, but actively searched for such contact in the 

shadowy threshold referred to as the ‘Borderland’ (Lehman 2009, p.1). The spirit, it was 

believed, left the material body after death, continuing to exist in the Borderland from 

where it was possible to communicate with the living. George Eliot was just one of the 

thousands of people who would witness, participate and comment on this wide-spread 

and popular practice, that caught the imagination of artists and writers around the globe. It 

was to this shadowy realm that my great-grandparents would look, on February 7, 1918, 

to find out about their son Paul, my great-uncle: 

 
Along with thousands of other bereaved parents of lost soldiers, my own great-
grandparents visited a medium in London when my great uncle Paul, a Royal 
Flying Corps fighter pilot, went missing in action in WW1. The entry in my great-
grandfather's journal relates the event in detail. The channelled information that 
they received was incredibly accurate, even mentioning a secret training 
programme that Paul had taken part in, over Egypt, that no one had knowledge of 
until long after the war. My great-grandmother's intense interest in the occult had 
already led her to carry out her own personal alchemical investigations, reportedly 
resulting in her conjuring up the life-sized figure of her teacher in her lab. Terrified, 
she ran out, locking the door behind her, and never went back. Although I never 
knew her, her collection of books on witchcraft and magic on the bookshelf in my 
grandmother's house, held such hidden powers that even passing my eyes over 
the titles of the books turned my stomach. My mother was brought up in a house 
where magical powers of a psychic kind were part of daily life and the power of the 
mind was not a laughing matter. She taught us that what you wished could come 
true, and you must be careful what you desire. She told us how her sister had 
argued with a friend wishing her dead, and that the following week the friend had 
died suddenly. My mind became a dangerous place where nasty thoughts could 
lead to disaster.48 

 

 

                                                
48 My own report, taken from notes I made after reading my great-grandfather’s diary in 2015. 
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My grieving great-grandparents were not unusual in their belief that the dead could 

communicate with the living. In Victorian England, it was quite normal. In fact, inexplicable 

consciousness-related phenomena and anomalous human experiences have always 

generated curiosity and experimentation, labelled alternately throughout history as 

miracles, magic, inspiration or sorcery and catalogued over the centuries in the context of 

‘religion, philosophy, psychology, anthropology, medicine, art and even high technology’ 

(Jahn & Dunne 1987, p.7). Their curiosity was, in my great-grandparent’s case, motivated 

by a need to know whether their missing son was dead, and I imagine too, by their own 

hope that the spirit could indeed survive the body, which was in turn fuelled by their 

interest in the occult, Eastern mysticism and esoteric traditions. They would, unfortunately, 

hear from the psychic, Mr T. J. Littlejohn, what they most feared, an inexplicable and 

accurate account of his death; he was shot down in the wild mountains of Macedonia on 

the 29 October 1917, his plane falling from the sky, spinning out of control, his life ended. 

My great-grandfather recorded the words of his son, spoken by the psychic on the 7 

February 1918. 

 
I fall in an isolated spot with bushes and wild growth and crags. Condition of 
spinning, and I’m gone! I have fallen where it’s rather difficult to find me. As I come 
down, I seem to be unconscious. I’m not conscious of any hurt. Things are all right. 
I cannot get any more vibrations from this side (prolonged effort without result). I 
fear he has passed over. 

 
Figure 8. Paul Denys Montague and the pages from his father’s (my great-grandfather) journal, detailing his 
visit to the psychic, Mr. T. J. Littlejohn in 1918 to find out if his son was dead. Reprinted with the permission of 
his niece, Susan Blacker. 

 

The Inter-Sensual 
 

While the Futurists were developing their explosive manifestos with statements like, ‘We 

will glorify war - the world’s only hygiene’, a very different kind of response to the 

destruction was being developed by women linked to the Spiritualist movement, in 

embodied investigations that can be seen as early experiments into the nature of 

consciousness, in the form of the spiritualist séance. Encouraged by popular demand, 
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including my own great-grandparents, psychics offered themselves to act as bridges 

between the visible and invisible, between the living and the dead. By drawing points of 

contact between the spiritualist séance and the performance practice discussed in this 

study, it is possible to identify common desires to explore the shadowy borderland of 

consciousness that hovers between self and other, between mind and matter, between 

the imagined and the real. By examining the limits of self with other, both artist and 

medium explore the reciprocal and dynamic, entangled experience of reality, where 

sensing extends beyond the body. The séance, as a space of performative engagement 

with the occult, can be read in this context as an early precursor of performance art. It can 

also be understood in relation to wider political issues that had serious implications at the 

end of the nineteenth century, as they do now. The idea that we might be porous to the 

minds of others and not only in this world, but beyond our life, has implications that were 

not missed by the military. The discreet interest and research into the paranormal by 

international governments, has been carried out continually since the 1920s.49 In recent 

years with the new generation of sensitive and efficient measuring tools, psi is now being 

re-examined through the high technology of contemporary neuroscience and under 

controlled scientific conditions to look for ‘a better general comprehension of the 

interaction of consciousness with the physical world’ (Jahn & Dunne 1987, pp.8–9). More 

recently there is a resurgence in interest because of the far-reaching implications of 

technology-assisted mind and matter interaction, such as synthetic telepathy (ST),50 and 

both Google and Sony are investing in such research. SP as a technology-aided 

communication tool has far reaching political and military aims as well as disturbing ethical 

implications. Unmeasurable subjective experiences continue to trouble those who demand 

validity in the form of evidence that can be repeated and quantified. But human subjective 

experience is not quantifiable, and this has implications, both historical and current, for 

issues of belief and validity.  

 

The unexplored, yet important role, that female mediums have played in the development 

of intuitive embodied51 practices, continues to be of interest, over 100 years later, to 

contemporary artists, who are testing in their work the parameters of subjective 

                                                
49 The Russians were the first to invest in research into mind control. During the Cold War, both Russia and 

the USA initiated programmes to investigate the potential of Remote Mind Control Technology (RMCT) 
and Remote Viewing (RV) in military, defence and intelligence activities. In the USA, The Stargate Project, 
sponsored by the US military (1970-1995) ran hundreds of remote viewing and telepathy experiments that 
were finally closed down and declassified in 1995. 
https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/collection/stargate Retrieved 12 May 2016. 

50 ST is technology that will allow mind to mind communication through a computer interface and companies 
like Sony and Facebook have been involved in expensive experimentation. Google Glasses and the 
Telepathy Jersey are just two products that have come out of this research. 

51 I use the term embodied in this thesis in accordance with Fischer-Lichte, to describe a creative process in 
which the mind does not exist in opposition to the body (Fischer-Lichte 2008, p.173). 
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experience, their own experience of reality, and how consciousness might extend beyond 

the body. By questioning what is valid as forms of knowing, and what is not, performance 

artists and mediums alike have taken the risk of ‘appearing’ bodily in the world in ways 

that expose the limits of the power structures that define whether or how a body might 

appear in public and what it might signify (Butler 2015). The inter-sensual suggests a 

space where there is no higher or lower way of knowing, or of sensing, where hierarchies 

of unquestionability and respectability are dissolved. I see this as a fundamentally feminist 

approach to the body where inner and outer coexist dynamically and where a 

‘performative understanding of discursive practices challenges the representationalist 

belief in the power of words to represent pre-existing things’ (Barad 2007, p.133). It is in 

the embodiment of the pre-conscious and pre-hensive, that both medium and artist look to 

explore the limits of self with other. Feminist performance artists such as Carolee 

Schneemann, Adrian Piper, among others, have consistently confronted restrictive social 

norms, taboos and political issues through their engagement with the body in action. 

Machon identifies, in female performance practice since the 1960s, three significant 

threads that she suggests have had a wide influence on performance and visual arts 

practices. The first is an experimentation with transgressive forms and content. The 

second is the utilisation of the body as stimulus, context, form and site of the work. The 

third is the ‘upturning of strategies for critically appreciating the work presented’, in which 

theory and practice are inseparable, refusing categorisation from any single theoretical 

position.  

 

In her book, Women, Power and Spiritualism in Victorian England, Alex Owen writes that 

Spiritualism offered a democratic space in which women could operate from 

circumstances of marginalised experiences, in ways that were ‘capable of sabotaging the 

mechanics of power inherent in the Victorian codification of gender difference’ and that 

‘any individual male or female, rich or poor could become a conduit for a dialogue with the 

spirits’ (Owen 1989, pp.4–5). Although subjected to constant testing by debunkers and 

scientists, women found in spiritualism ways to liberate themselves from the sexual and 

social tensions of the times and to go beyond the outdated views on femininity that 

understood women as passive, fragile and de-eroticised (1989, p.7). The role of the 

medium or psychic can be understood, not only in relation to the problem of validation of 

the ‘paranormal’ experience, but as a gendered issue, where, historically, women who 

experience psi, can be seen as disturbed or irrational while men who have had these 

experiences have been described as inspired or visionary. Building new kinds of 

democratic spaces is also the aim of many of the artists in this study, whose professional 

circuits are marginalised, in their legal status as independent festivals, cooperatives, 
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associations or artists’ collectives, and in unconventional spaces in which they appear. 

Access to these platforms is also open to a very wide range of participants regardless of 

their age, race, gender identity or any other form of prejudiced distinction. Women play an 

important role in the organisation and coordination of these spaces that I mention in 

Appendix I/3A.  

 

Machon recognises that female performance practice offers an ‘explicitly chthonic 

exploration of corporeality’, that gives marginalised experience a physical form (Machon 

2013a, p.27). In the independent circuits I make reference to in this study, I recognise this 

chthonic exploration as potentially a descendent of the spiritualist investigation into trance 

and altered states of consciousness, where, by assuming the voice of the spirit ‘other’, 

ordinary women could transcend their normal roles in society, acting and speaking in 

public with authority, not only about the afterlife but also important topics of the time such 

as women’s rights (Lehman 2009, p.2). The women in this study are committed to a way 

of working that not only accommodates the artistic but also the political and the social, as 

part of a methodology that defends simultaneously difference and cohesion. Although the 

performative nature of spiritualism has been noted (Oursler 2016) (Blackman 2012), there 

is no writing that elaborates upon the idea of spirit mediums as early performance artists, 

despite the cultural influence that they exercised on contemporary art movements such as 

Futurism, Dada and Surrealism (Rabinovitch 2004) (Bramble 2015) (Chessa 2012). 

Neither do I know of any study looking at the contemporary female artists who are 

currently re-exploring these themes in performance. 

 

Permeability and Materialisation 
 
The spiritualist medium communicated with the spirits of the dead by entering into an 

altered state of consciousness, where the self was emptied out, absented, in order to 

become the vessel or repository for spirit possession (Owen 1989, p.10). In channelling 

information from a spirit, the medium assumed too, an interesting performative position in 

the artistic investigation of the ‘permeability between self and other, body and mind’ 

(Luckhurst 2007, p.202). What interests me, however, is not so much whether or not these 

women were really psychic, but how some of them developed a creative performative 

practice, inside the séance room at least, that exerted an influence on intellectuals and 

academics and infiltrated the arts in a very productive and powerful way. 
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Figure 9. Denys Blacker. Cor-Bella/Corb-Ella performed at Empremta Festival, Cardedeu, Spain (2015). 
Photographer: Pol Roca. 

 

In preparation for the performance Cor-Bella/Corb-Ella, I spent two days exploring the 

contents of an old farmhouse belonging to the Corbella family in Spain. The extraordinary 

contents of this ghostly place had been left unchanged since the 1890s. I allowed myself 

to be led by intuition from room to room, being drawn to wardrobes, drawers and dark 

corners, looking for things that attracted me. I collected these on the dining room table; a 

set of scales, large glass bottles, many kinds of hammers and other dusty objects.  

The performance itself took place in the evening of the second day and I invited the 

youngest descendent of the family to sit at the table with me. The performance unfolded 

as a series of improvised interactions with the objects on the table, that allowed me to 

participate in an intergenerational communication between the young man, the audience 

and the previous inhabitants of the house (Figure 7 & Figure 9). 

 

Early trance performers produced their spirit effects through the sole use of their own 

bodies and voices, but increasingly, in their attempts to satisfy ever-growing demands on 

their skills and role as entertainers, they would come to rely upon physical props, physical 

materialisations of the spirit and a variety of organic and inorganic, ‘teleplastic 

substances’,52 better known as ectoplasm. The craze for materialisation spread, and flash 

photography became the way to capture the diverse phenomena. These beautiful, early 

stereoscopic photographs provide us with poignant images of the medium, exuding 

homemade ectoplasm of cheesecloth and newspaper cuttings and accompanied by their 

papier-mâché dolls and cut-out faces.  

                                                
52 These substances included, ‘‘the production of whitish threads (‘Rigid Rays’); clouds and mists ; materials 

resembling muslin used for the clothing of the apparitions or of the medium (during transfiguration); the 
appearance of forms of an undefined character; vague half-shadows; visible and tangible hands, fingers, 
and heads of structures resembling human limbs; impressions of these on lamp-blacked paper, or in clay; 
photographic reproductions of ideoplastic forms in various stages of development, including those 
invisible to the normal human eye; sketches of artistic reproductions of faces, or fragments of animal and 
human limbs and finally, fully formed phantoms of distinct character and definite features and forms’ 
(Notzing 1923, p.13). 
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Figure 10. Eva Carrière photographed by Baron von Schrenck- Notzing, published in Phenomena of 
Materialisation (Notzing 1923), translated by E. E. Fournier d’Albe; K. Paul, Trench, Trubner, E. P. Dutton in 
London, New York. Public domain. https://archive.org/details/phenomenaofmater00schr Retrieved 18 
September 2017. 

 

The medium Eva Carrière was investigated from 1909 until 1913, by the German 

physician and psychic researcer, Baron von Schrenck- Notzing. Carrière, aided by her 

assistant and supposed lover, the artist, Juliette Bisson, could produce ectoplasm from 

every orifice of her body, usually the nose, mouth and ears but also the vagina. Images 

appeared on the ectoplasm and were supposedly the result of ‘ideoplasty’, in which the 

medium could engrave images onto the ectoplasm using her mind. Performed in total 

darkness, the flash light would reveal moments of poetic beauty.  

The Baron maintained an ambiguous relationship with the medium, his ‘scientific 

investigations’ often included vaginal explorations, to ensure that nothing was hidden 

inside her body. E. E. Fournier d'Albe, the translator into English of the Baron’s book 

regretted such ‘excessively severe precautions to eliminate the hypothesis of fraud’ and 

praised Eva for her ‘physical and emotional martyrdom’ (Notzing 1923). 

Another young medium, Stanislawa Popielska, was also photographed by the Baron in a 

series of sittings in 1913.  

 

 
Figure 11. The medium Stanislawa Popielska photographed by Baron von Schrenck- Notzing, published in 
Phenomena of Materialisation (Notzing 1923), translated by E. E. Fournier d’Albe; K. Paul, Trench, Trubner, 
E. P. Dutton in London, New York. Public domain. https://archive.org/details/phenomenaofmater00schr 
Retrieved 18 September 2017. 
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In these evocative photographs of the invisible made visible, I see deep and moving, 

timeless preoccupations, in the delicacy of the tilt of her head, the tension of her clenched 

hand, I see the fear of death, loss of control, and the threat of violence (Barad 2012). I 

also recognise a nascent language of performance art materials and objects, gestures 

and expressions. The strenuous and exhausting effort that both women made in order to 

attain the state of mind to be able to make this work is recounted in detail in the Baron’s 

book. In these performative/scientific experiments, under the logocentric gaze of the 

mostly male investigators,53 mediums risked social and economic ruin, as well as often 

being linked to particular forms of psychopathology such as hallucinations and delusions 

(Blackman 2012, p.122). Motivated by impulses stronger than the fear of being 

discredited, they would become the subject of hundreds of serious studies by reputable 

scientists and psychologists, convincing many, of a reality beyond the physical, of 

consciousness not bound by the brain or located in the body. 

 

In contextualising the relevance of these spirit materialisations to contemporary 

performance practice, and current feminist thought, I see an interesting diffractive reading 

that is to be had from linking spirit materialisation to Barad’s ideas on iterative intra-

activity, as ‘ongoing reconfigurings of the world’, ideas, that 

in her words, ‘are threaded through my bones, my gut, my 

legs’. The medium, whose internalised, unspoken ideas are 

regurgitated through ears, mouth and vagina as unspecified 

preverbal material, is a pre-sentient iteration of Barad’s term 

‘trans/materialities’, the ‘intra-relatings and differences 

across, among and between genders, species, spaces, 

knowledges, sexualities, subjectivities, and temporalities’ 

(Barad 2012).  

Male investigators were driven by their disbelief to search 

within the physical bodies of mediums to exclude the 

possibility of their psychic abilities.  
 

Figure 12. The medium Stanislawa Popielska photographed by Baron von Schrenck- Notzing, published in 
Phenomena of Materialisation (Notzing 1923), translated by E. E. Fournier d’Albe; K. Paul, Trench, Trubner, 
E. P. Dutton in London, New York. Public domain. https://archive.org/details/phenomenaofmater00schr 
Retrieved 18 September 2017. 

 

                                                
53 The problematic of erotic fantasy in the séance has been written about by Lisa Blackman in her book 

Immaterial Bodies (2012) who notes that the séance brought into proximity mainly working-class women 
who were subjected to examination by upper middle-class university men. The overtly erotic and sexual 
nature of these séances would include vaginal explorations, to ensure nothing was hidden inside the 
body. Carrière would often strip and interact with her sitters in an overtly sexual way. 
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Diffraction says Barad, ‘involves reading insights through one another in ways that help 

illuminate differences as they emerge: how different differences get made, what gets 

excluded, and how those exclusions matter’ (Barad 2007, p.30). The exclusion of the 

problematic spiritualist practices from the world of science and the exclusion of certain 

practices of performance art from the world of art, do not foreclose agency, but provide 

the conditions for an open future (2007, p.214). 

 

There are, however, many contemporary researchers both in the arts and in science who 

have continued to investigate the capabilities of mind to extend beyond the body. William 

Braud (1942-2012) was an experimental psychologist and pioneer in the design of 

controlled studies of direct mental influence on living systems (DMILS), who found 

evidence in his research that one person's intention can affect the autonomic nervous 

system of another. In another 13 year investigation into Distant Intentionality Phenomena 

(DIP), Braud discovered in collaboration with the social anthropologist Marilyn Schlitz,54 

‘that mental processes, particularly intentionality can have dramatic somatic effects’, and 

that ‘additional evidence indicates that under special conditions mental influence may 

extend beyond the body’ (Braud 1991). These contested investigations have suggested a 

deep interconnectedness between mind and the physical world. Among the ideas they 

present are that mind (will/intention) can influence the state of the physical world even 

operating in a non-local (or extended) fashion. Mind, the post-materialist scientists state in 

their manifesto, represents an aspect of reality as primordial as the physical world 

(Beauregard & Miller 2014). Not only are these investigations showing without doubt that 

we can use our consciousness, mind and intention to affect change in the material world, 

but that when this is done by many people it can have an even more startling result. The 

Global Consciousness Project55 has been continuously collecting data from a global 

network of physical random number generators around the world, enabling them to 

accumulate more than 10 years of random data. Their purpose is to examine subtle 

correlations that may reflect the presence and activity of consciousness in the world. The 

                                                
54 Marilyn Schlitz is currently the Founder and CEO of Worldview Enterprises. She also serves as President 

Emeritus and a Senior Fellow at the Institute of Noetic Sciences. She is also a Senior Scientist at the 
California Pacific Medical Center, where she focuses on health and healing, and board member of 
Pacifica Graduate Institute. For more than three decades, Marilyn has been a leader in the field of 
consciousness studies. Her research and extensive publications focus on personal and social 
transformation, cultural pluralism, extended human capacities, and mind body medicine. 
http://marilynschlitz.com/bio/ Retrieved 27 August 2016. 

55 The Global Consciousness Project is an international, multidisciplinary collaboration of scientists and 
engineers that looks for Meaningful Correlations in Random Data in an effort to capture some faint 
indications of a true global consciousness. Since 1998 it has been collecting data continuously from a 
global network of physical random number generators located in up to 70 host sites around the world at 
any given time. The data are transmitted to a central archive which now contains more than 15 years of 
random data in parallel sequences of synchronized 200-bit trials generated every second. For more 
information visit: HYPERLINK ‘http://noosphere.princeton.edu’ http://noosphere.princeton.edu 
Retrieved16 November 2016. 
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researchers have found evidence, in what should be random data, of structure associated 

with major global events. When millions of people share intentions and emotions, the 

GCP/EGG network data show meaningful departures from expectation. 

 

Josette Féral, Professor of Drama of the Université de Quebec in Montreal, Canada, 

identifies multiple aspects of perceived presence, the ‘presence effect’ that ‘uses, troubles, 

effects and ruptures, and works upon all these confused zones that show our perceptions 

in action’ (Féral 2012, p.35). This act of troubling, effecting and rupturing is an acceptance 

of the vulnerability and permeability of body and mind. Féral describes it as, ‘the friction 

point between the self and the world outside’ (2012, p.43). In this point of friction, where 

time, space and presence connect and interact, we can begin to understand that matter 

and meaning are not separate elements. 

Contemporary art plays on the disturbances, the effects, the ruptures, and uses all 
of these areas of disorder which show our perception in action, whether the artist 
calls upon us to experiment with specific forms of perception, or whether the artist 
subjects us to trickery. In either case, spectators are called upon to question the 
process. They are caught on the interplay of their own senses deceiving them (Féral 
2012, p.45).  

My intention here is to offer multiple possibilities of understanding extended mind in 

relation to artistic practice, whether or not they are ultimately provable. The fact that so 

many people are, not only experiencing these so-called anomalous states of 

consciousness, but despite the scepticism, spending their lives investigating them, is proof 

of the intensity of interest and of the motivation to find out more. Early spirit performances 

are echoing down through the decades in performance works such as Writing Ada by the 

American artist, Marilyn Arsem, and in the performance Voicings by the British artist, 

Florence Peake, both of whom have made works based on their personal experiences.  

 

Marilyn Arsem - Losing One’s Sense of Self 
 

In her research project, Writing Ada, performed in Boston between 2007 and 2011, Arsem 

investigates the life of her great-grandmother, Ada Shepard,56 to try and unravel her own 

experience of what she describes as ‘losing one’s sense of self’. In an interview,57 Arsem 

told me how she first became aware that her great-grandmother, Ada, was a presence 

                                                
56 Arsem’s maternal great-great-grandmother was employed as a governess by Nathaniel and Sofia 

Hawthorne during the 1850s. During a trip to Italy, Ada was asked by her employers to experiment with 
automatic writing, in order to try and contact the spirit of Sofia Hawthorne’s late mother. Automatic or 
passive writing was already a popular after-dinner parlour activity in many homes. By emptying the mind 
of thoughts, the medium could attain a ‘mind passivity’, allowing her to channel the spirit’s message in the 
form of automatic writing. 

57 From a skype interview I made with Arsem on 23 September 2017. 
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within her own body at eight years old, when her family visited Boston, where her great-

great-grandmother had once lived. She was dismayed when she began to have repeated 

experiences of recognising streets she had never been on before and of an unsettling 

sensation of being suddenly transported from the present to another time. At night, she 

suffered from frightening nightmares of drowning and was terrified in the house by ghosts 

and ‘things that go bump in the night’. She felt that Ada had become an uninvited and 

invasive presence within her, an understandably frightening sensation for a child. Years 

later, she discovered that Ada had lived in Boston too and had committed suicide by 

drowning in the ocean, a fact Arsem had never been told. Arsem explained to me, ‘Ada 

occupies my body and has done since I was a child. I can see the world through her 

eyes’. This ‘seeing’ goes beyond the normal cognitive senses in her repeated nightmares 

of being drowned and in her experience of the past. 

 

This kind of psychic experience can, according to Blackman, also give rise to ‘a negative 

societal response, and anxiety, fear, shame and self-doubt’ when they are labelled as 

hallucinations (Blackman 2001, pp.225–6). This is reflected in the admission by Arsem, 

echoed later by other artists in this study, that she rarely tells people about this formative 

part of her reality. Arsem must address, like others who live with inexplicable experiences 

like hers, what Blackman has called the fiction of autonomous selfhood (Blackman 2001, 

p.224). Arsem experiences this as a loss of her sense of self, that could be understood in 

her case as a loss of control of who she is, a powerlessness that she has come to accept 

over the years but that she is not comfortable to share.  

 

In her performance, Writing Ada, Arsem invited a group of people to take part in the 

performance and sent to them in advance, a selection of archival material about her great-

great-grandmother and the Spiritualist movement from the 19th century. The participants 

were then summoned to someone’s home where they were invited to take part in a group 

discussion about the archive material they had read. Arsem questioned her guests at the 

table; What were your images of heaven as children? What were we taught about the 

afterlife? What do we think will happen to us after we die? Has anyone felt a special 

connection with someone who has died? Has anyone had an uncanny experience that 

couldn’t be explained? How do we reconcile those experiences with rational thought? Her 

desire was to find out more about ‘uncanny experiences’ and in a group discussion she 

revealed her own past while inviting the participants to share their own experiences and 

thoughts on the subject. As they talk, she changes her clothing. 

 
I transform my physical appearance in front of them. Adding layer after layer, I slowly 
put on layers and layers of the kind of women’s clothing worn in the 1874; chemise, 
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drawers, corset, corset cover, under petticoat, bustle, over-petticoat, underskirt, 
overskirt and bodice, my body is altered to resemble that of a woman of 1874. I 
don’t perform as Ada, nevertheless my behaviour is altered as the clothing restricts 
my breathing, holds my back rigid, and limits my movement (Arsem 2009). 

 
Arsem read aloud the instructions from a 19th century manual on how to be a medium and 

then invited the participants to take part in an automatic writing session. Afterwards, the 

discussion moved to the theme of validation, questioning the means we have of knowing 

and believing. ‘Did anyone really channel a spirit tonight?’. Arsem is in no doubt that her 

body is occupied by Ada and she has no compulsion to prove it. Is her subjective 

experience of reality questionable just the same? Arsem argues that ‘being in a scientific 

age, we’ve really limited our means of knowing. We’ve confined it to very specific terms 

and methods which don’t account for other things’. Living comfortably with Ada’s presence 

was something that took many years to accomplish and Arsem says that she has lived 

enough of her own life to balance it in some way; she is no longer afraid of something that 

terrorised her as a child. ‘Performance Art’, she says, is ‘a place where I could enter this 

part of myself or manifest this kind of presence, safely’.58 

 
Figure 13. (Left to right) Marilyn Arsem, Ada Shepard, Marilyn Arsem performing Writing Ada (2011). ã 
Marilyn Arsem. Reprinted with permission. 

 

In Writing Ada, the borderland between self and spirit, between living and dead, is opened 

to the participants through the act of automatic writing, an invitation and permission to 

transgress their own fictional autonomy and a search by Arsem for witnesses to her own 

trauma and of validation through empathy. The question of whether her great-great-

grandmother’s presence inside her is real or an hallucination is, is not answered but 

                                                
58 From a skype interview I made with Arsem on 23 September 2017. 
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discussed. Ada’s body was never recovered, and Arsem imagines her trapped in 

seaweed, slowly dissolving in the water. In the 2005 durational performance Undertow, 

Arsem becomes Ada again, voluntarily rolling back and forth in seaweed for many hours 

until encased by the strands. This she says was ‘a way of thinking - with my body - about 

the experience of losing one’s sense of self, drifting.’ Both of Arsem’s performances can 

be seen as exploring the same theme, how to come to terms with her sensations of being 

taken over by the identity or spirit of her great-grandmother? However, in Undertow, this is 

dealt with in a way that is direct and visceral, the drifting that Arsem feels of her own limits 

are translated through action rather than words. This is a physical uniting of idea with 

emotion that is very different from Writing Ada, where the whole process is more rational 

and considered. 

 

Florence Peake - Voicings 
 

Florence Peake is a performance artist whose work is rooted in her long-term involvement 

with alternative therapies and body-mind-spirit practices. At twenty-one, she had a 

terrifying experience, after unwittingly being given a drug-spiked drink, during which she 

found herself in another reality and time/space, immersed in ‘huge, shafts of light beaming 

down’, and where she had the incredible experience of being ‘invited to leave the planet’. 

The terrifying psychic journey provoked a break-down that affected her for some years 

after and led her to undergo a personal therapeutic process and to try ‘every different kind 

of practice and spiritual seeking’. According to Peake, during this journey she had very 

deep sensations, in which she experienced ‘merging into oneness’ as well as a ‘blurring of 

boundaries with objects and things and telepathy’.59 However, she felt totally ungrounded 

and unable to ‘hold herself in’. As she continued to develop her artistic practice, she felt a 

strong division between her practices in live art, as a dancer, and within the spiritual 

practices that she was undertaking. In her search to ground herself further and to work 

through the consequences of her psychical crisis she entered into training to become a 

rebirthing therapist, looking for ways of healing the schism between her own life-problems 

and art. Voicings, is a performance made in 2016 for A Mysterical Day,60 at the Serpentine 

Galleries in London. Peake begins by what she calls ‘the preparation of the space’. As the 

audience are arriving and sitting down in the small amphitheatre, Peake is walking slowly 

around the space and a recording can be heard of the new age ‘inspirational speaker’, 

                                                
59 From a Skype interview I made with Peake on the 6 October 2017. 
60 A Mysterical Day, was inspired by the life and work of Hilma af Klint, as well as the exhibition of Das Institut 

and brought together artists, writers and historians to explore mysticism, feminism and performance. 
http://www.serpentinegalleries.org/exhibitions-events/mysterical-day Retrieved 28 October 2017. 
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Esther Hicks, who is channelling the words of Abraham Hicks.61 The voice rattles 

on...’when they ask they don’t doubt whether they will receive…we want you to step 

back….no matter how it looks to you…you all are out here asking, and the source is 

answering…’. The preparation for the performance involves a balancing of the space, that 

Peake calls anchoring, as well as the creation of a ‘temporary community’ that includes 

everyone who is present. 

 
Figure 14. Florence Peake performing Voicings at the Serpentine Galleries, London (2016). Ó Florence 
Peake. Reprinted with permission. 

This psycho-magical act of communion builds a sense of reciprocal trust, an empathic 
intermingling of flesh and mind that Peake sees as an emotional preparation for the 

transference of identity and sense of self that she is proposing. Her intention is not to 

contact the spirits of the dead or disembodied psychic entity, but to connect to ‘love, fun, 

joy’. This is my description of Voicings taken from her own first-hand accounts and from 

watching the video documentation of the work. 

Peake is standing, back to the audience, dressed in orange and red, a neo 
sannyasin, memories of Rajneesh.62 She’s walking barefoot, crossing the theatre, 
stopping to turn and stretch arms upwards. Hopping backwards, right arm out, 
lifting her knee, turning in circles. She’s lying down on the stairs, palms flat, legs 
spread. Arching backwards, hands on hips, then over to the other side of the room. 
Both arms out, treading backwards slowly. She runs forward and throws herself 
down flat, crawling, left arm gesturing. Now her head’s turning like a bird’, side to 
side. Hicks is faded out. Silence. 

In Spiritualist séances, Blackman notes, domestic objects, in particular, the table, took on 

a life of their own when the no longer familiar piece of furniture began ‘rapping, knocking, 

tilting, turning, tipping, dancing, levitating, and even thrilling’. Tables and chairs have been 

                                                
61 Abraham is an extension of ‘Source Energy’, described on Hick’s webpage as ‘a group consciousness from 

the non-physical dimension’.61 A list of Abrahams teachings is available for consulting on the webpage 
and include ‘You are a Physical extension of that which is non-physical’. 

62 Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh (1931-1990), also known as Osho, was a popular Indian guru, whose followers 
or sanyassins wore orange, red, maroon and pink coloured clothes. In the group therapy sessions that 
were a vital part of the communities that the sanyassins lived in, they practiced an eclectic range of 
psychotherapeutic techniques (Palmer & Bird 1992). 
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participants over and again, in the performances of many artists, from the end of the 19th 

century on, and including most of the artists in this study. Blackman sees the figure of the 

medium as a proto-feminist subject who speaks of these connections. Homely devices, 

such as tables she says, acted like spiritual telegraphs, revealing connections that are not 

easily seen (Blackman 2012, p.122). 

 
Figure 15. Florence Peake performing Voicings at the Serpentine Galleries (2016). Ó Florence Peake. 
Reprinted with permission. 

 
Peake picks up a bucket of grey clay, sets it down by the table and takes out a 
lump. Massaging, sliding upward, pulling, pushing, this strange expressionist 
Golem. Wetting, sliding, stroking, a prehistoric form, eyes plucked out, two arms 
added like broken wings: ‘This is you’, she says. Taking another lump of clay from 
the bucket, she squashes it faster and harder onto the table, a many armed Siva, 
nose and eyes deformed, ‘this is me’ she says. She, a female Prometheus, takes 
the third lump pressing it to her orange, cotton shirt, clay staining and sticking to 
the cloth. She makes eye contact with you, and battles with the mutual 
transmission, eye to eye, hand to clay. She’s grunting, pressing-in the tumorous 
weight of the helpless, unfinished being. Slipping from her hands, the 
disembowelled intestinal mass has a life of its own, viscera, shit, broken in half, a 
heart, a broken foetus. She puts it on the table. ‘This is us’, she says. Taking a 
small piece of clay from each figure, connecting their limbs to form a strange trinity, 
not holy, but mundane, earthly, twisted beings, beaten into shape. ‘Is everybody 
comfortable with this situation here?’  

 

The empathic preparation completed, the performance itself can now begin, and Peake 

invites the audience to ask her a question, explaining that she will channel an answer.  

This is a very different kind of exchange than that proposed by Ferrer in her performance, 

Questions. Ferrer answers verbally, a rational conversation with the audience, mutually 

understood. Peake moved straight into a liminal realm, maintaining a preverbal 

communication that resonated through the audience. Meaning is felt, not understood and 

the artistic process is subverted, allowing the artist herself to disappear in the contortions 

of her body, that were provoked by the audience’s question. 

This exchange of information will be visible in her body, unspoken but articulated in action. 

Blackman has questioned what might happen if we consider spiritual communication as 

pointing not only to invisible energies, but to the relational aspects of self and other, the 
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affective connections between ‘human and non-human, the physical and the ethereal’ 

where it is difficult to define borders. These are ways of communicating that may be 

‘spoken and felt by some people and not others; or at other times may not be spoken at 

all’ (Blackman 2012, p.120). Peake proposes a conversation that will allow for the effect of 

knowing to move beneath or beyond meaning. This could be considered as an emotional 

inter-sensual exchange, perhaps similar to how Eric M. Weiss distinguishes empathy from 

telepathy, stating, 
 
Empathy is ‘the direct knowledge by one being of the feeling state of another being 
unmediated by sensory cues. Telepathy is the direct knowledge by one being of 
the thoughts and meanings of another, unmediated by sensory cues (Weiss 2015, 
p.456).  

 
Therefore empathy (in feeling) and telepathy (feeling at a distance), are ways of knowing 

that Weiss suggests bypass the logical mind and the normal cognitive senses. In this 

regard, Peake’s performance evokes actions that can be read as both empathic and 

telepathic, feeling and receiving through her hands into the clay. She described this to me 

in an interview,63 

 
I invite anyone to ask me a question. It can be a personal concern, curiosity, 
something that is more global than the art world or whatever, like what you will 
have for dinner tonight’. I throw the question into that space, and then I forget 
about the question and I just allow whatever sensation, whatever feeling, to come 
through. Because I trust that space utterly, and I trust that it’s very clear in what it’s 
doing, it’s very clear in what it wants, it knows what it needs to communicate to the 
person who’s asked the question and to the community, this collective that we’ve 
just arrived and developed and kind of collectively formed, and then this person is 
asking this question that in a way, I think, is for everybody. So, that channelling 
that comes through, and I feel it very much, vibrationally in my body, and 
sometimes it comes through vocally, and sometimes it’s very physical. And then 
there’s places that you can go to, and it feels very much connected between this 
place that I’m going to and the audience, the viewer, so I feel this whole energetic 
circuit start to happen between us all. 
 

From this circuit of energy, a woman calls out her question, ‘Should I move home?’ 

 
Peake closes her eyes, she’s breathing out long and hard, her eyes are shut, she’s 
searching for that space inside her. Head tautly back, arms stretched behind. She 
screams. Then lunging forward, she shouts again, ‘AHHHH’. Slicing with her arm, 
‘AHHHH’ bending down. She’s flapping, hopping, slapping the floor, pressing 
down, crouching, wiping a line of clay on the ground. Now she’s panting loud, 
repetitive, ‘HUNDA, HUNDA’, head thrown forward and back, again and again, hair 
flying (nervous giggling). It’s sexual, it’s animal, it’s Reichian. She sits up, kneeling 
and points to the floor with her right hand. She turns her back to the audience, 
surfacing quietly. ‘Does anyone have another question?’ she asks calmly. 

 

                                                
63 From an interview by Skype with Peake on 6 October 2017. 



 

 
58 

Peake has touched the audience and some meaning has been found in her movements 

by the participants. Art and life have rubbed so close together, it’s hard to distinguish the 

difference between the therapeutic practices Peake is drawing on and her artistic 

intention. But it is not a personal story that Peake is telling, it is our body that is moving 

through her and our minds that are thinking. This is an intra-corporal sharing of our 

instinctive nature and we’re hungry for it. She has sensed our desire to break out of the 

confines of our acceptable behaviour and our clean cloths and to let go, get dirty and go 

wild. Sitting obediently in our chairs, we are moved but not quite moved enough. In our 

passivity resides the political and artistic question of our response-ability that I will discuss 

in more detail in Chapter Five/2B. 

 

Peake admits that it has been a big step to ‘come out’ and work with her spiritual concerns 

in her practice. This is a way of working that she describes as ‘utterly to do with empathy 

and the heart’. ‘Consciousness’ she says, ‘is not unidirectional, but in lots of different 

places at the same time. It’s like being bathed, everywhere, at the same time, feeling my 

body more physically than I ever feel normally.’ In my opinion, Peake isn’t trying to answer 

these questions directly, rationally, but instead understanding her own actions as a non-

literal, non-linear response, a poetic and sometimes contradictory exchange that is 

empathic and sensual and decidedly not limited to the intellectual. ‘You know, it’s more 

through empathy and a true sensing of each other rather than a kind of, cerebral or 

intellectual - yes, you should do this or that’.  

 

Conclusion 

My interest lies in the depth and intensity of these beyond the body experiences and in 

the difficult task of trying to articulate the artist’s point of view in relation to their own 

experience. A re-evaluation of what is considered normal behaviour is an ongoing 

preoccupation of the artists in this study and some of them admit to having lived 

inexplicable experiences such as hearing voices, experiencing previous lives or having 

visions. Performance art is one of the few contexts within which it is possible to embark 

upon these uncensored embodied investigations of liminal or threshold consciousness in 

a trusting environment, where those who gather to participate or to witness are generally 

accepting of the shifting borders of the personal and the communal. 

This is a space where to ‘not know’ and to ‘not do’ can be understood as political 

strategies of survival and protest, as well as transformative processes of inter-subjective 

and inter-sensual knowing. Drawing on Arnold van Gennep’s work that links ritual to 

transitional experiences, Fischer Lichte relates how van Gennep sees the liminal 
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experience as the collapse of binaries, where the in-between becomes a preferred 

category, something that can transform the experiencing subject (2008, pt.174).  

The transition of such threshold experiences can also create instability and 

unpredictability for both artists and audience. For Peake, actual mediumship is not her aim 

and knowing where her personal boundaries exist is vital for her own mental health. She 

explained, 

I can’t go there. I think there is something that comes through me, but it's not as 
literal as contacting Mary, so and so’s great aunt or whatever. And I’m quite clear 
that I can’t do that, because I came close to that kind of thing in my twenties when 
I definitely had a lot of psychic experiences, you know and telepathic experiences, 
but it, sort of, unhinged me a bit, I couldn’t hold my centre.64 

For Peake, going too far into the’ in-between’ space of psyche, can uncentre her and this 

is an experience expressed by other artists in the study. Knowing one’s limits is an 

important factor in entering into this kind of work. Artists often refer to ‘being centred’ to 

describe when they feel balanced and within their safety limits. The line between intuition 

and actual psychic abilities is sometimes deliberately ambiguous, an example being the 

materialisation by the medium Stanislawa Popielska, of an ‘ectoplasm’ that is clearly 

made from cheesecloth, or in Arsem’s work where the possibility of actually becoming Ada 

in the performance is not desired, or in Peake’s’ incomprehensible performed replies to 

the audiences’ clearly stated questions. These can be understood as permeable practices 

of the self that include the other in ways that allow for the co-creation of meaning and 

meaningfulness but also for meaninglessness, where knowing can be irrational and 

contradictory, where to be unsure and to not-know can deeply transform the way we 

understand reality. These are processes of public and private mediation, of ‘mental 

touch’65 (Blackman 2012, pt.28) that are necessary for a more inclusive vision of nature, 

and to discover the limits and boundaries of humanness (Blackman 2012, pt.34). 

Mutual trust is an important part of the contemporary search for new subjectivities, such 

as those discussed by Blackman in relation to the Hearing Voices Network (HVN).66 

Blackman, wary of considering the body as simply a set of biological or discursive 

processes, understands the practice of the self as a political issue, linked to the practices 

of governments, that prefer citizens who are governable, predictable, calculable, 

classifiable, self-conscious, responsible, self-regulating and self-determining. She 

                                                
64 From an interview by Skype with Florence Peake on the 6 October 2017. 
65 Mental touch is a concept that originated in early psychic research and is currently being re-examined in 

relation to the senses, media technologies and affect and subjectivity (Blackman 2012). 
66 The Hearing Voices Network (HVN), was formed in Manchester in 1998. Inspired by the pioneering work of 

Professor Marius Romme and Sondra Escher from Maastricht University, and the Dutch self-help group, 
Foundation Resonance. https://www.hearing-voices.org/about-us/ Retrieved 30 September 2017. ‘It is 
now an International group of voice hearers who are challenging the notion that voices must be lived and 
experienced purely as signs of disease and illness’ (Blackman 2001, p.5). 



 

 
60 

challenges the parameters of what is considered normal in psychiatry, and argues for a 

revision in how science views mental health, in order to allow ‘new forms of subjectivity’ 

(Blackman 2001, p.13).  

Mediumship is undoubtedly still a contested area of research, although there are 

committed investigators who are challenging the accepted paradigm in consciousness 

research, such as Dr Julie Beischel at the Windbridge Institute Applied Research in Human 

Potential67 in Tucson, Arizona. Her rigorous and highly respected research, studies data 

collected under blind conditions68 and has proved that some skilled mediums can demonstrate 

anomalous information reception (or AIR) .69  

I will go on to discuss what happens when we consider the implications of exploring 

subjectivities through inter-communications, where the space between self and other is 

dissolved further and where we can admit that our experiences, however subjective, must 

ultimately include our sense of the other in ourselves and of ourselves in the other. This 

involves a shift, where sensing does not necessarily make sense, because making sense 

would condition our capacity for subjective experience and ultimately limit our ability to 

react through sensing. 

                                                
67 The mission of The Windbridge Research Centre as described in their web page introduction is, to ease 

suffering around dying, death, and what comes next by performing rigorous scientific research and 
sharing the results and other customized content with practitioners, clinicians, scientists, and the general 
public. In July 2017, the non-profit Windbridge Research Centre took over the peer-reviewed research on 
the topics of life after death and after-death communication that had been conducted at the Windbridge 
Institute, LLC, since 2008. The Centre has also added non-profit outreach and educational activities to 
this research. http://www.windbridge.org/about-us/ Retrieved 18 October 2017. 

68 All the mediums in the research go through a rigorous, 8-step screening, testing, and training procedure 
during which they demonstrate being able to report accurate and specific information about the deceased 
under controlled conditions that prevent fraud. The quintuple-blind protocol used at the Windbridge 
Institute eliminates all the explanations that a sceptic may claim are responsible for a medium’s apparent 
accuracy: fraud, experimenter cueing, information so general it could apply to anyone, rater bias, and 
‘cold reading’ (a situation in which a medium uses cues from a present sitter to fabricate an ‘accurate’ 
reading).  

69 These mediums can report accurate and specific information about a deceased loved one, or of living 
people without any prior knowledge about them and in the complete absence of any sensory feedback. 
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1C 

CHAPTER THREE: INTER COMMUNICATION  

 
Figure 16. Ocells al Cap. The Sense of Being Stared at II, Santa Llucia, Girona as part of the exhibition Mapes 
Efímers (2018). Photographer: Consuelo Bautista. 
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‘To upset the conclusion that all crows are black, there is no need to seek 
demonstration that no crows are black; it is sufficient to produce one white crow; a 
single one is sufficient.’ William James writing about the medium, Leonora Piper in 
the journal of the American Society of Psychical Research (1890, vol. 6). 

 

 

Scopaesthesia - The Sense of Being Stared at (2016). 
 

As companions, in this work, we have agreed to feel for, to detect the ‘inter’, the in-

between. We feel for each other, our mutual incorporation extending beyond the body and 

beyond the mind, stretching out like a membrane, sensing the space between us. The 

performance The Sense of Being Stared At speaks of those invisible connections between 

us that may or may not be felt, but that can be imagined. 

 

The preparation for this work involved the repetition of exercises that we had developed to 

become more sensitive to the mental touch of the other. The Gaze is one such exercise 

that is detailed in the Appendix I/3A in which different ways for watching and being 

watched are tried out in pairs. This exercise is integrated into the actual performance 

where the practice and training are simultaneously, generating a kind of intersensual 

knowledge that must be experienced to become real. This is my description of the work; 

 
we stand in a line at the top of a tree-lined avenue, looking down towards the old 
town centre. Ada is seated behind us, chalk in hand, she will touch us with her gaze, 
and we will lift a hand as a sign of reception. She will mark down the number of 
times that we are rightly connected for the duration of three hours. We wait with our 
backs towards her, immobile, looking ahead, listening with all the senses but also 
trying to feel beyond them. Trying, not to strain for that soft trace of eyes on the 
back, relaxing into a long out breath, a softening of face and shoulders. We are 
attached to each other by peripheral vision, by the tentacular vibration that shivers 
over the group when all are in synchrony. This is a test of our shared homology; 
ears of a bat, skin of a snake, lifting our arms in union like a centipede. Swaying 
slightly to catch a signal, it’s easy to slip off the hairline ledge of contact. Consented 
time is lost in the expansion of seconds and the contraction of hours. We are 
beating time, to the rhythmic lifting and dropping of hands, not contained in one 
body. People arrive and sit on the ground in front of us, quietly watching, passing 
time. Ramp marshals, semaphore signals, traffic wardens, what are they doing? 

 
This is not a scientific experiment, so we do not count how many times we were or were 

not touched by Ada’s gaze. It is in the mesmeric and seemingly choreographed lifting and 

falling of arms that we are questioning the way we touch each other and are being 

touched, combing, with our hands, the deep interconnection between intention and effect, 

between giving and receiving. The relationship to looking has a triple perspective; Ada 

looks at us, we look at you the audience, you look at both us and Ada who is watching us. 

The Sense of Being Stared At, was also informed by research carried out by Robert Jahn 
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and Brenda Dunne.70 For nearly thirty years, they conducted carefully controlled 

experiments at Princeton Engineering Anomalies Research Laboratory (PEAR), that 

consistently showed small but significant evidence of the ability of the human mind to 

interact with technological systems. Their experiments show ‘systematic statistical 

deviations from chance expectation of large strings of data,’ that suggest that 

consciousness, through intention, is able to exert a marginal influence on its physical 

reality (Jahn & Dunne 1987), (Jahn & Dunne 2009), (Jahn et al. 2009), (1995). These 

lines of investigation come under fire from mainstream science, precisely because they 

don’t accept that the physical world is the only reality, nor do they understand thought, 

feeling, mind and will as illusions or glitches of the brain (Beauregard & O’Leary 2008, 

p.ix). It is to these contested and controversial scientists that I have looked, in order to 

explore the ideas that may or may not be provable over time, but that provide us with new 

models for exploring interconnection and human consciousness.  

 

The Sense of Being Stared At,71 by Ocells al Cap, is a group performance that engages 

with research into telepathy, by the renowned and controversial72 British biologist, Rupert 

Sheldrake (Sheldrake 2003), (2009), (2012). In this performance, we experiment with what 

Sheldrake calls the seventh sense,73 searching for the liminal sensations of how the 

intention of another can resonate within us from a distance. This phenomenon has a 

scientific name; ‘scopaesthesia’, from the Greek word skopein, to look at, and aesthesis, 

                                                
70 Robert G. Jahn was Professor Emeritus of Aerospace Sciences and Dean Emeritus of Engineering and 

Applied Science at Princeton University. Founder and Director of the PEAR (Princeton Engineering 
Anomalies Research Program) Brenda J Dunne was manager of the PEAR laboratory from 1979 until its 
closure. For nearly thirty years, they conducted carefully controlled experiments at Princeton Engineering 
Anomalies Research Laboratory (PEAR), to investigate how human consciousness may be capable of 
effecting inadvertent or intentional changes on the functioning of physical systems and technological 
processes. In 1990, they co-founded the International Consciousness Research Laboratories (ICRL), an 
interdisciplinary and intergenerational consortium that aims to promote a science of the subjective, that 
will enable the exploration of ‘the role of consciousness in the establishment of physical reality’. To this 
end the ICRL supports the ‘measurement, study and exploration of anomalous phenomena alongside 
traditional fields of investigation, recognising subjectivity as an indispensable factor in unifying both into a 
holistic model of the universe’. http://icrl.org Retrieved 20 August 2017. 

71 This performance took place at the Sismògraf International Dance Festival in Olot, Spain as part of a 
collaboration with the artist Ada Vilaró, in April 2016.  

72 Over the last 30 years or more, Sheldrake has carried out thousands of trials that consistently show 
significant results to support his theories about this strange human ability. Even though the experiments 
have been conducted following rigorous scientific methodology, he has been called a heretic, his work 
dubbed paranormal and attempts have been made to discredit him. The American neuroscientist Christof 
Koch refused to comment on Sheldrake’s paper on the subject, answering the invitation to peer review it, 
in a letter saying, ‘I think it is a waste of time’. Sheldrake’s work has been controversial for many years. In 
1981, John Maddox, the editor of Nature magazine titled his review of Sheldrake’s book, A New Science 
of Life, ‘A book for burning?’ https://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v293/n5830/pdf/293245b0.pdf 
Retrieved 2 February 2017.There are over 200 international scientists from many fields who have signed 
the Post Material Manifesto for Science that is asking for research into psychic phenomena to be taken 
more seriously. It can be seen here; http://opensciences.org/about/manifesto-for-a-post-materialist-
science. Retrieved 5 June 2016. 

73 Sheldrake distinguishes between the sixth sense that is used to describe the electrical and magnetic senses 
of animals, to the heat sensing organs of rattlesnakes and the vibrational sense of web weaving spiders. 
The term seventh sense is used by him to describe sensing by non-physical means, such as in telepathy 
and premonitions. 
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sensation. Intention is a non-physical extension of will into the world, that is discussed by  

Sheldrake as ‘extended mind’, or ‘the existence of mind beyond the physical brain’ 

(Sheldrake 2003).  

 
Figure 17. Performance of The Sense of Being Stared at by Ocells al Cap (left to right; Mireia Zantop, Denys 
Blacker, Lesley Yendell, Paloma Orts) Sismògraf Festival, Olot, Spain 2016. Ó Ada Vilaró. Reprinted with 
permission. 

 

In this performance, we are attempting to achieve a real mind-to-mind communication by 

carrying out our own version of Sheldrake’s experiments. Achieving a positive result was 

not our primary aim, it was more important to be engaged in the act of trying, but 

interestingly, the results were significantly positive, and we were able to tell more times 

than not, when we were being stared at.  

 

The Greek philosopher Bouratinos, and the mathematician, Vasileios Basios,74 see the 

role of science as a prime example of this ‘continuous struggle between perceptions of 

reality and reality itself’, and in ‘the perennial quest of illuminating the relation between 

truth and provability’ (Basios & Bouratinos 2006). In general, areas of scientific 

investigation where provability is difficult are often considered as less valid or 

marginalised. However, the margins can also be, both in science and in art, a space of 

freedom and innovation. On these borderlines of culture, where ideas are born before they 

are fully articulated, there is a pre-epistemological area of creativity, an incubator, where 

mystical, visionary, shamanic and spiritual experiences can grow. Telepathy is a 

controversial subject if we look at it through the lens of science, but by looking at it 

through art, it becomes a very different proposition. Jahn and Dunne write that art has 

much to offer the scientific process; ‘While science provides intellectual representations of 

our knowledge, art demonstrates these complicated representations in terms that speak to 

the soul (Jahn & Dunne 2011). Intellectual representations of knowledge are understood 

                                                
74 Basios is a contributor to the Mind-Matter Mapping Project, a world-wide network of researchers, labs and 

organizations interested in extending theirvunderstanding of matter-consciousness interactions and non-
locality as they apply to quantum mechanics, biophysics and experimental parapsychology. 
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here as being complementary to artistic and apprehensive ways of knowing, not 

oppositional. Apprehension for Bouratinos and Vasileios Basios is a way of knowing that 

helps us to become aware of how we objectify the world. It offers a way to go beyond 

conceptual frameworks, helping us to understand nature in more subtle ways and avoid 

getting stuck in our conceptions of it. They suggest that apprehension can help us to be 

aware of our biases, to allow consciousness, mind and life to be free to reflect upon 

themselves, writing, ‘we must learn to think in terms of what we apprehend. We must stop 

apprehending in terms of what we think’ (Basios & Bouratinos 2006). 

 

In The Sense of Being Stared at, the experience of exploring acts of apprehending was a 

tiring activity. It required a huge amount of attention and was difficult to maintain for the 

duration of such a long performance where inevitably the mind wanders. Apprehension 

comes and goes, as in meditation. The techniques of calming the mind from Vipassana 

teachings have informed the way we prepare for this work and are described in Appendix 

I/3A). In this regard, Blackman describes telepathy, as a technology ‘of attention and 

listening’, a being with that is inter-corporeal and plural and that is at the heart of 

improvisational performance practice, ‘where distinct boundaries between the self and 

other, inside and outside, and material and immaterial dissolve’ (Blackman 2010). 

Blackman’s description can be seen as vitally linked to Eastern ideas about presence and 

attention, where an experience of such non-duality is common in meditation.  

 

The kind of psychic communication that occurs in empathy and telepathy has been 

developed in the less-visible practices of some female performance artists whose work, I 

argue, has remained relatively unexplored and underrated. Conceivably, some possible 

reasons for a rejection of the spiritual and the psychic in art are recognised by the 

Australian artist and writer, Jacquelyn Drinkall,75 as being linked to the fact that it is often 

women who engage with these ideas. In her Doctoral Thesis, Telepathy in Contemporary, 

Conceptual and Performance Art, she asserts that telepathy has interested key 

contemporary female practitioners such as Marina Abramovic, Susan Hiller, Jane and 

Louise Wilson and Suzanne Treister to make major works. Therefore, telepathy, she 

argues, is a major, not a minor theme in current art practices, although ‘discourses and 

mention of telepathy in art have been seriously suppressed and neglected’. Yoko Ono in 

an email to Kristine Stiles, explains how she was criticised for her interest in the psyche: 

‘In those days, in Fluxus, it was not ‘cool’ to use anything that had to do with the human 

psyche. I think I am the first one who used ‘kehai’ (music of pure vibration created by the 

                                                
75 Telepathy in 20th century art has been discussed extensively in the PhD thesis by Jacqueline Drinkall 

(Drinkall 2006). 
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human psyche)’. This, Ono claims, had to do with John Cage, who employed techniques 

of chance because he wanted to eliminate any such emotion from his work. Ono goes on, 

‘I was criticised for being too emotional, dramatic, and uncool, so I might as well give you 

this side of the story too’. This is a gendered matter according to Stiles, and the women in 

Fluxus who were working with anomaly and emotion were considered ‘too female’ (her 

italics) (Stiles 2003, p.84). Drinkall considers that women’s work with psyche, telepathy 

and the paranormal should be taken just as seriously as women’s work with sexuality and 

she identifies other taboo areas of patriarchal codes that she suggests were abandoned 

by the macho participants of Fluxus and Conceptual Art, such as ‘Otherness, liminality, 

spirituality, telepathy, trauma, healing, radical politics’. Machon sees the explicitly chthonic 

exploration of female performance practice as having contributed, through a ‘visceral, 

physical and visual encounter,’ to giving a physical form to such marginal experiences 

(Machon 2011, p.27).  

Spirituality is still considered, according to Spretnak, the ‘s’ word, an aversion to speaking 

of the transcendent aspects in creativity within the professional art world that she writes, 

has kept information about artists engagement with the transcendent underground. Listing 

over 250 artists including artists who have engaged with performative art forms, such as 

Duchamp, Picabia, Hugo Ball and Emmy Hennings, she identifies a common interest in 

the numinous, the transcendent and the spiritual. Spretnak argues that spirituality is a vital 

stream that runs through art, and one that needs to be redefined in a way that extends 

beyond the focus of the self, to the interrelatedness of existence. These transcendent 

areas of human experience have been explored for many years by many female 

performance artists, however, it becomes clear, if we look at the mainstream art history, 

that they have not been given the attention or the recognition for this work that they 

deserve. 

 
Impressions Received at a Distance 
 

In The Sense of Being Stared At, a telepathic feeling from afar is explored by the group as 

an embodied, apprehensive, nonverbal communication that stretches between the 

‘sender’ and the ‘receiver’.76 Cixous names this kind of telepathy, ‘empathy sent’, which 

she understands as an inter-communication dealing with vital messages of life and death, 

of evasion and reaction to the themes artists are determined by, such as how to be free 

(Grant & Cixous 2013).  

                                                
76 Sheldrake comments that an understanding of extended mind is implicit in our language. The Latin word 

tendere, meaning to stretch, is the root of the words attention and intention. Attention, means to stretch 
the mind towards, intention to stretch the mind into (2003, p.15). 
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Telepathy, the Accomplice Goddess, the switch board operator expert in 
simultaneous talks makes thought think of thought at the very second. There is no 
second. The speed is the speed of light (Cixous 2011, pt.26). 

 

In this formulation, empathy sent has an archaic simultaneity, it is speeding through eons, 

transmitted and received simultaneously. 

 

The word telepathy appeared for the first time in December 1882, published in the first 

house journal of the newly created London Society for Psychical Research (SPR). In the 

journal, the British psychologist and psychical researcher, F. W. H. Myers wrote, ‘We 

venture to introduce the words Telaesthesia and Telepathy77 to cover all cases of 

impression received at a distance without the operation of the recognised sense organs’ 

(Luckhurst 2007, pts60–61). Telepathy, as its Greek roots show, implies love, passion, and 

pathos. Myers would describe love as ‘a kind of exalted, but unspecialised telepathy’. 

According to Myers, telepathy was not just about consciousness, it was about energy. At 

the end of the 19th century, anomalous experiences were being hotly discussed in relation 

to the body-mind problem which would increasingly be influenced by Eastern ideas about 

energy, life forces and the mind-body-spirit practices that were becoming available to a 

wider public through the translations of texts from Asia into English, French and German.78 

Newly defined fields of academic inquiry emerged parallel to this, such as comparative 

religion, ethnology and anthropology, Egyptology, philology, and folklore that contributed 

to these debates. At the same time, a wide range of information and artefacts were also 

being collected by missionaries, colonial administrators and explorers (Owen 2004, p.28). 

The arrival of practitioners in the West from the Orient, would do much to spread the 

popularity of both the ideas and the practices.79 In this environment of a global dialogue of 

faiths, the turn towards the East was also fuelled by a demand to learn actual practices 

                                                
77 Telepathy requires another human being to send and receive information, while Telaesthesia does not. 
78 In 1784, in Calcutta, the capital of the British Raj, William Jones, an Anglo-Welsh Philologist, established the 

Asiatic Society (AS)78, where the following year, a founding member of the AS, the typographer and 
Orientalist, Charles Wilkins, was to translate the first chapter of the Sanskrit epic, The Mahabharata, into 
English (1785). Partial translations of The Bhagavad-Gita would soon follow, translated into English, 
French and German in 1785, and in 1801, a translation of the Upanishads. In China, in 1828, the 
missionary, David Collie, would translate the Chinese Classical Work, commonly called the Four Books of 
Confucianism. In 1844, the French Orientalist, Eugène Burnouf, published an introduction to Indian 
Buddhism in French, translated by Winifred Stephens Whale as Legends of Indian Buddhism in 1911. The 
Scottish Sinologist and missionary, James Legge translated the popular five-volume series, The Chinese 
Classics (1861-72) and would become the first Professor of Chinese at Oxford University (1876–1897). F 
Max Müller would edit a series called The Sacred Books of the East in which Legge translated the Yìjīng, 
the Daodejing, Zhuangzi (1879-1891), among others. A W Loomis translated Confucius and the Chinese 
Classics (1867). These translations would influence many thinkers of the time, such as the German 
philosopher Schopenhauer, and the Americans, Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson. 
(Munroe & Nakagawa 2009), whose readings of the Bhagavad Gita, The Lotus Sutra, Daodejing and the 
Upanishads would influence their quest for a wholeness of self in relation to cosmic nature’ (Munroe & 
Nakagawa 2009, p.21). 

79 Illustrious spiritual visitors such as the Hindu guru, Swami Vivekananda came to take part in the Parliament 
of World Religions in 1893, at the Art Institute of Chicago, as did the Japanese Zen monk, Soyen Shaku 
and the Sri Lankan Buddhist teacher and writer, Anagarika Dharapala. 
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which was encouraged in the popular teachings of Helena Petrovna Blavatsky,80 the 

charismatic co-founder of the Theosophical Society, whose best-selling book, Isis 

Unveiled, addressed ‘the mysteries of ancient and modern science and theology’. A 

continued interest in these themes, can be traced to the artists whose works I am looking 

at in this research. 

 

In the introduction to the catalogue from the exhibition, Cosa Mentale, Art and Telepathy in 

the 20th Century, at the Centre Pompidou in Paris, the connection between the discovery 

of wireless technology and the Futurist’s81 examination of telepathy is described as neither 

arbitrary nor fortuitous (Rousseau 2015, pt.16). 82 Artists, scientists and psychologists 

would look for ways of making the invisible, visible, and for investigating the uncanny, the 

inexplicable, and the possibilities of mind to mind communication. This would be explored 

by artists in Futurism, Dada and Surrealism and some of the women associated with 

these movements, would make embodied works that differentiated them radically from 

their male counterparts.83 A primary example, Valentine de Saint-Point, who developed a 

performative practice that looked beyond the materiality and form of actions to access 

subjective and empathic experiences, in an innovative, embodied practice that can be 

seen as a precursor of later interdisciplinary performance art. Saint-Point was a known 

reader of Blavatsky’s ideas and a practitioner of meditation.  

 

In her Métachorie performance, she introduced polytonal and dissonant music as well as 

using strong scents. Through combining dramatic lighting effects, projections of geometric 

forms, mathematical formulations, and recitations of her poetry, Saint-Point clearly aimed 

to affect the senses of the viewer. In Saint-Point’s investigation of self, in her ‘carnal quest 

for the unknown’, she was desirous of developing ‘a union of consciousness, and a union 

                                                
80 Blavatsky is a controversial figure whose life and work is discussed in The Place of Enchantment .(Owen 

2004). Although her teachings have been controversially linked to the Nazis, her contribution to the 
dissemination of Eastern mystical Practices and philosophy is undeniable. 

81 In 1912, Marinetti proclaimed the Futurists' invention of a wireless imagination in his Technical Manifesto of 
Futurist Literature (Gere 2006, p.15.) Prampolini, too in his manifesto of Futurist Pantomime, wrote ‘that 
sound, scene and gesture must create a psychological synchronism in the soul of the spectator.’ 

82 The discovery of X-rays in 1895, radioactivity in 1896, and in the following years, the electron, quantum 
theory and the theory of relativity, shook the foundations of physical knowledge, transforming the 
relationship, and became, for artists, metaphors for the transfer of ideas through action, the immediate 
synchronised transmission of energy, person to person (Rousseau 2015). 

83 For a further discussion on these themes see the following books, which offer a revised view of the role of 
their female members in these movements: Women Artists of Italian Futurism (Bentivoglio & Zoccoli 
1997), Women in Dada (Sawelson-Gorse et al. 1998), Surrealist Women (Rosemon et al. 1998). 
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of all the arts’ (Berghaus 2011). 84 Decades before John Cage would describe the scripts 

for his actions as, ‘scores’, she wrote, ‘I write my dance graphically, like one would write 

an orchestral score’. Before Surrealism, she was exploring eroticism and lust in her work, 

and long before the feminist performance culture of the 60s, she would explore sexual 

identity, formulating a dance of idea, of thought, and ‘not of sentiment, or romantic love, 

not of easy emotion’, where a female body could become androgynous and desirous. As a 

visitor to séances and to Theosophical meetings, she was influenced by Eastern ideas 

and it is likely that her geometric movements drew inspiration from yoga. 

 
Figure 18. Left to right: 1. Valentine de Saint-Point in the yoga pose Supta Virasana (Reclined Hero pose), 
Metachoric Gestures. Poème d'Atmosphère. (1913). 2. Valentine de Saint-Point in the yoga pose 
Virabhadrasana I (Warrior Pose), Metachoric Gestures. Poem of War. Comoedia Illustré. 3. Drawing of 
Valentine de Saint-Point by Morgan Russell. Metachoric Gestures. Amour II. Les Attirances (1913). Collection 
Adrien Sina. Reprinted with permission. 

 

In drawing attention to the work of Saint-Point, I am suggesting that there is a line to be 

traced from her work to the present day, where performance art can be seen as the 

development by artists of a new imaginative vocabulary of extended presence. This has 

evolved parallel to the discoveries in the world of science and the developments in 

philosophy and parapsychology and which directly addresses some of the same issues 

about how we communicate, our effect on the world around us and vice versa. If wireless 

technology was the metaphor for mind to mind communication for the Futurists, the 

                                                
84 Valentine de Saint-Point (Lyon, 1875) best known for her Manifesto of the Futurist Woman (1912) and 

Manifesto of Lust (1913), was the first woman to form part of the Italian Futurist’s directive group, from 
1912-13. She was responsible for what was called ‘Feminine Action’. But central to her work is the 
transmission of her ideas through action, an artistic exploration of consciousness and form in movement, 
mediated by a conceptual process. Her ideas of synthesis meant that the elements in the work were to be 
appreciated simultaneously, synaesthetically, in a visceral response to the reverberation of concept in the 
body and through in an inter-sensual barrage of information. For her 1913 performance, Métachorie, she 
created a conceptual framework of ideas and an internal structure for the movement, based on a series of 
geometric designs, a choreography that she called idéiste. The geometric stylisation would enable the 
audience to go beyond the seductive nature of the dancer’s body, face veiled, and allow her to 
communicate her ideas directly through the movements. Although Saint Point has been criticised for her 
conflicting ideas on her definition of feminism and female identity (Locke 1997), her work enters into an 
area of embodied exploration of subjective experience that was unlike the Futurist performances that had 
gone before. (Sina et al. 2011, p.13). Fitting neither into ideas about dance nor theatre, her poses and 
postures were likened to Swedish gymnastics by one critic and by Marinetti as a ‘cold geometry of poses’ 
(Berghaus 2011). 
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Surrealists and Dada, then Fluxus artists in turn, would be inspired by the shift from the 

electrical to the electronic. The internet has changed the way we communicate again, 

allowing artists to access telepathic-like technologies for sending and receiving 

information over distances, in almost instant transmissions and receptions of information. 

Therefore, what I am proposing is that investigations into telepathy since 1882, have 

yielded consistently robust results to show that it is possible to communicate across time 

and space, but what is crucial to this research is the proviso that this happens most 

markedly, when there is an intimate and emotional bond between the subjects. This was 

definitely something that has been noticed by the participants of Ocells al Cap. The more 

we met together and the more familiar we became with each other’s work, the more 

successful our attempts to interconnect were. This is reflected in the accuracy with which 

we were able to pick up the content of the questions in We Were Waiting for You during 

Flare 3 in Newcastle (2017). These were observable in the quite astonishing 

synchronicities that occurred when the artists were able to illustrate elements of the 

question asked, even thought they had no way of knowing it (Appendix II/3B). This is 

described in detail in chapter 6/2C. 

 

Anne Seagrave - Body and Matter 
 

An exploration of the borderlands between the physical and the psychical, can be 

appreciated in the work of the British artist, Seagrave, whose work can be read as 

questioning the limits of her own physical perceptions and by extension, her relationship 

to the other as both human and non-human, as object or animal, real or virtual. 

Seagrave explores issues of the inner psychological self and describes her work as 

autobiographical whilst also responding to social and political events. For over thirty-five 

years she has practiced a regular program of Pilates exercises and the Martha Graham 

technique. In a text written for Action Art Now,85 she lists the reasons why she sees her 

participation in her work is central but not always identifiable. The list includes having the 

freedom to inhabit an energetic world of her own making. She explains,  

 
To inhabit other identities and forms, especially the curious / unconventional / 
androgynous / transparent / unrecognisable / status-less / Nationality-less / half 
creature half object. 

 
In the text she also expresses the desire to be independent and to have solitude, to 

connect with the audience in order to create images and moments of uniqueness, to have 

                                                
85 Action Art Now was an event organised by OUI performance in, York where Seagrave presented a version 

of the performance Jestem in 2011. http://www.ouiperformance.org.uk/files/AnneSeagrave.pdf Retrieved 
11 October 2017. 
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the opportunity to focus on one moment in time and be able to correct mistakes, and for 

creativity that gives value to obsession and is aesthetically inspiring.  

 
I use my self-image. I steal identities, collage identities, fabricate identities, change 
sex, language, alter weight and skin colour. Ultimately, I consider most strongly 
that the desire to inhabit another form or identity is something within us all. 

 

 
Figure 19. Seagrave performing Mai Vist (2006) at Festival FEM_06 at Castell de la Bisbal d’Empordà, Spain. 
Photographer: Ana Rita Rodrigues. ã Denys Blacker. 

 

In 2010 at FEM_10, Seagrave presented Jestem, a performance, using video projection, 

and an exhibition of drawings. Jestem in Polish means ‘I am’, and Seagrave, who has 

lived in Ireland and Spain, is now resident in Krakow, Poland. On arriving in Poland, 

Seagrave’s attention was captured, while walking around the city, by the number of 

sculptured reliefs integrated into the buildings from the 1930s. These, she was told, were 

there to protect the buildings from evil, their name, apotropaions, from the Greek, to turn 

away. Seagrave began to take photographs of the reliefs and then selected twelve of 

these small sculptures for her work, depicting Hare, Girl Kneeling, Girl Standing, Bird, 

Bear, Deer, Archer, Girl Kneeling 2, Girl Sitting, Squirrel, Mermaid and Fish. She then 

devised a series of movements to be recorded on video, aiming to recreate the exact 

physical position of these sculptural forms. Half creature, half object, Seagrave inhabits 

the hare, bird, bear, deer squirrel or fish becoming both herself and other. Here is my 

description of her work; 
 
Seagrave occupies the end of a corridor in the upstairs of the building. On the wall 
to one side, she has hung a series of photographs of the architectural reliefs 
depicting animals. Her drawings are laid out on the floor, forming a paper trail 
around the projector, that sits atop a small table. The projected video shows her 
posing naked, by a table, in the corner of a room. The images of the projected 
room and the real room don’t quite match and there is a slippage of one corner 
within another corner, table over table, that pulls both the real her and her spectre 
twin, a tiny bit out of perspective. She is flesh and blood, her body threateningly 
three dimensional. Her phantasmagorical doppelganger is moving, bending 
stretching, a faded version of herself, now on the floor, now on the table. The light 
from the projector causes her shadow’s harsh darkness to sometimes erase the 
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other weaker image, to sometimes form a threesome, twins accompanied by a 
shadow figure, void of flesh. They are adopting poses that sometimes coincide, 
sometimes not, emerging from within her own body, ghost spirits born of a strange 
maternity. She is lean, tense, the muscles marked, gravity weighing, while her 
other self, treads lighter, almost floats. My eye glances over the drawings, the 
photographs, and back to her, looking for synchronicity between the still and the 
moving images. Her body is turning away from herself; she turns and then turns 
again. She poses, taut like a wire, stretched arms, imaginary bow. She sits for a 
while on a chair at the other sides of the wall, watching her projected figure from 
the past, moving across her presence.  
 

 
Figure 20. Seagrave performing Jestem (2012) at Festival FEM_12 at the Centre Cultural la Mercè, Catalonia, 
Spain. Photo: Ana Rita Rodrigues. ã Denys Blacker. 

 

Seagrave’s describes this as an altered state of consciousness, that is sustained for the 

duration of the performance work. 

 
I did in some ways enter into an altered state of consciousness during the 
performances. This is a mixture of extreme focus, concentration, counting of beats/ 
numbers/ paces/ rhythms etc. and in addition trying not to get distracted by 
movements of the public etc. I enter and exit this state when I enter/ exit the 
performance arena. 
 

In her engagement with the architecture of a little-known city, Seagrave has allowed her 

own experience to fuse with the human and animal, stone carved apotropaions, a 

dematerialisation of her place in the city, that disintegrates her own identity and body. In a 

review of her presentation of Jestem in York for OUI performance, Mark Greenwood 



 

 
73 

writes that, ‘Seagrave defies the performance space as a platform for her actions and 

treads upon a political terrain which proposes identity and the body as fabricated, 

interchangeable and fluid.’86 In Jestem, Seagrave, while fusing stone with flesh, is 

standing within and without time, within and without her material body, literally beside 

herself, questioning the solidity of being and the linearity of present, past and future. This 

is a kind of empathy at a distance where Seagrave is able to feel her way into a space 

between the surface of her skin and the cold stone of the reliefs and to inhabit a felt world 

of spirit and memory.  

 

In 1873, the German psychologist Robert Vischer coined the term, Einfühlung or 

‘empathic aesthetic’, drawing on the ideas of his father, Friedrich Theodor Vischer, who 

had argued that artistic spirit could animate form through a kind of emotional transference, 

that implied the interrelationship of viewer and object. This particular way of understanding 

the aesthetics of empathy is, I think, of interest in relation to the work of both Seagrave 

and Dent. Einfühlung, according to Vischer, can be ‘the placing of human feelings into 

inanimate things, plants, animals, or other humans in a specific way. Einfühlung so fuses 

a human’s experience with an object’s experience that it no longer feels like the human’s 

own experience but instead like that of the object’ (Depew 2005). 

 

Observing Seagrave perform, my perception is that she is engaging with an extension of 

the senses, of mind beyond the body, a communication through an invisible inter-

connection. In this apprehensive place of peripheral vision, Rebecca Schneider suggests 

that feminist performers use their bodies beside themselves, as if for a second time. This 

is a ‘second sight’, that could re-mark the relationship between subjects within and without 

our visual field, whereby the familiar can be looked at for a second time and made 

strange. (Schneider 1997, p.176). This empathic invisible communication can be felt but 

not seen, can be known but not measured. This kind of communication was also evident 

to me in the commemorative performance entitled, Letter to a Stolen Friend – For Maria 

Lluisa Borràs by the renowned Spanish artist, Concha Jerez. 87 

 

 

                                                
86 Published in Living Gallery - http://livinggallery.info/text/york1. Retrieved 20th October 2017. 
87 Concha Jerez (Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, 1941). She is considered a pioneer in the use of intermedia 

and installation in Spain. Trained as a musician, she began working as an artist in 1970. Her work uses 
many materials and a mix of media from video, radio, sound, performance and installation to photography, 
the Internet or writing. She was awarded the Gold medal for Merit in Fine Arts in 2011, the Prize for 
Women in Visual Arts in 2012 and in 2015, the national Prize for Fine Art. She taught Fine Art for over 20 
years in the Fine Art Department at Salamanca University in Spain. She has collaborated with the 
composer and artist, José Iges since 1989. 
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Concha Jerez – Letter to a Stolen Friend 
 

 
Figure 21. Concha Jerez performing Letter to a Stolen Friend (2010) at Festival FEM_10 at the University of 
Girona, Catalonia, Spain. ã Denys Blacker. 

 
Jerez’s performance, Letter to a Stolen Friend, was performed for the first time in 1998, on 

the death of her friend, the German artist, Wolf Vostell.88 In 2010 at the Festival FEM, 

Jerez would perform it once more, for the recently deceased art critic and our mutual 

friend, Maria Lluïsa Borràs. The performance took place in the cloister of the University of 

Girona, Spain. Here is my description of what I saw. 

 
 A white-topped table stands on the lawn with a single chair placed before it and a 
large terracotta flower pot on the grass to one side. A long roll of tracing paper is 
partially unrolled on the table, and a pen sits beside it. I am watching Concha 
attentively. She is sitting at the table, writing line after line of huge interlocking 
cross-hatching words that fill the entire width of the paper. The sound of the pencil 
is rasping, continuous. Her arm brushes over what is written, back and forth up 
and down, the paper unrolling in loud snapping pulls of a hand. Her letter begins to 
fold over the outer side of the table, dropping towards the grass. It is impossible to 
read from here, the words self-censored, private, encoded. Her mind must be 
running fast, her memories pouring out from the interlocking events of a shared 
past, her pencil tracing moments that are gone, like Maria Lluisa, stolen. Concha 

                                                
88 She also made it for the Spanish artist Pedro Garhel in 2006 and then in 2008 for the writer, poet and art 

critic, José Antonio Otero. 
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gets up and moves to gather up the paper in her arms. She stuffs the crumpled 
paper into the terracotta flower pot and sets fire to it. Standing facing the audience 
she is silent. The smoke conceals her expression, as it curls up towards the sky. 
Afterwards she gathers up the ashes into a small container. She will, she says, 
give this to Maria Lluïsa’s daughter. 

 
Jerez talked to me about Letter to a Stolen Friend, in an interview for ELAA in 2011. 

At first, the idea came to write a letter. The letter is written on a long roll of tracing 
paper and every time, it has been different. In the letter to Vostell, I remember that 
all I did, was to write the letter, there in the middle of the museum. But for the 
others, depending on what each person was like, it would change. At first, I would 
begin in the same way, writing a letter with illegible self-censored writing. I write 
everything that might come to mind, everything that I am thinking. In that moment 
while I’m thinking, I am writing about the whole life of this person. For example, 
when I make portraits of people, I just write the letters of their name, because for 
me the physical is just one part, but their name actually reminds me of them. So, 
while I am writing their name, letter by letter, a series of experiences are coming 
up and I include them. So, this idea of writing, at a particular moment, to a ‘stolen 
person’, it’s like that. It’s not about an accumulation of letters, but the accumulation 
of experiences, and these are different in each case. 

 
In her illegible written message, Jerez is addressing not only her dead friend, but also the 

audience who are accompanying her in this commemorative act. Colleagues and friends 

of Maria Lluïsa Borràs, strangers and passers-by are caught in a timeline of before and 

after. The ciphered message appearing on the paper, like empathy sent, a vital message 

of life and death. This is a psycho magical act of connection and healing that draws a 

space between those present, the person, the stolen friend, and the embodied mind of 

Jerez in the act of remembering; conversations, experiences, emotions. Machon has 

named this kind of audience, the interactor, a term she borrows from physics, to imply the 

spectator, ‘watcher-observer-improviser-adventurer-collaborator’, who embraces 

reciprocity and a ‘potential transfer of energy’ (her italics). Machon recognises this as one 

of the affective qualities of immersive theatre practices, where there is a blurring of the 

internal and external that can awaken a ‘haptic, proprioceptive and sentient power’. The 

practitioners may carefully direct the interactor’s gaze ‘to foreground the otherworldliness 

that exists within the everyday’ (Machon 2016, p.82). For Jerez, intellect is spirit, 

‘Everything that we configure with our mental effort’, she says is something that actually 

exists. This power of the mind, she believes, goes beyond the limits of the physical body. 

 
The intellect is spirit. Imagine, I don’t know if you have seen anyone die, but when 
someone dies, it seems unbelievable that one minute before, there was something 
there and after that it’s something else. Anything that has life and then does not, all 
that is immaterial, I believe in thought and the power of the mind. 
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Acts of memory can also perhaps be considered as acts of telepathic resistance, where 

the power of the mind can be used to preserve that which must not be forgotten, that 

which cannot be said or written. They reach out beyond life, even after death. Jerez began 

making the illegible self-censored writing in 1974, while still living under the censorship of 

the Franco regime in Spain. She would cross out and make illegible in her writing, those 

words that might be censored by another. The act of her hand, writing, is simultaneous 

with her mind, thinking, subversive thoughts, intentions. The fear of individual censorship, 

Jerez says, has been replaced by a collective and public fear of speaking out, where self-

correction is political, social and individual.89 When the regime fell, she continued to 

fracture and nullify her own sense-making in acts of self-censorship. In these acts of 

interrupted thought, of interference ‘she constructs the possibility of other messages, of 

other ways of thinking and existing’ (Murría 2002). Underlying her work is a deep 

commitment to justice and ethics. She talked to me about her political stance during the 

Franco dictatorship. 

 
My attitude corresponded to a left-wing political activism against the dictatorship, 
and my artistic work was centred on those themes that were so essential to me at 
that moment in time, such as the different kinds of repression that were happening, 
the various tortures, the constant disarticulation of the political parties, the trials 
that were happening. 

 

Jerez’s illegible writings can be understood in this sense as empathic and telepathic, 

embedded in the history of Spain, and the terrible decision to deny all processes of 

transitional justice after the fall of Franco’s Fascist regime; ‘no criminal trials, no public 

debates, no renaming of cities or streets, no quests for justice and compensation’. 

(Arenhövel & Grimm 2009, p.118). The apparition across generations of the voices of the 

dead and missing, the lost and anonymously buried are drawn into physicality by the 

automatic writing of Jerez’s pencil. In the catalogue for Jerez’s exhibition, Anonymous 

Remains of the Shipwreck, the art critic and curator, Alicia Murría writes that ‘memory 

becomes an instrument with a dilated dimension and a historical sense. Jerez has 

asserted that a country’s cultural health is directly proportional to its historical memory’. 

Automatic, illegible writing has become, in Jerez’s work, a silent form of protest, a coded 

message sent, an act of communication that overcomes the limits of the physical body. 

Speaking with Jerez, it is clear that she sees the artist’s role as transformative but also 

political. She states, 

 
Art and above all, artists, can have an influence in changing reality because it is 
part of the nature of the process of artistic creativity to transform the reality of 
things. The artist, in making their work, produces a change in relation to what has 

                                                
89 From an interview with Denys Blacker in for ELAA (European Live Art Archive) in 2011. 
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been done before. By changing, a transformation occurs. I think that artists can, 
through their creativity, influence society for the better. 

 
The influence artists might have on society will depend on the possibilities for individual 

freedom within that society. What becomes clear is that even when artists are censored 

and restricted, they find ways to stretch beyond the restrictions of the physical into the 

imagining and experiencing of a metaphysical space of creativity, where the dilated 

dimension of memory can transform and connect beyond the physical. 

 

Conclusion 
 

In Post-Materialist Science, there is an agreement that any change or shift that happens 

now, must take into account a ‘lived transmaterial understanding’, or the deep 

interconnectedness between mind and the physical world (Beauregard & Miller 2014). 

This interconnectedness is something that has been explored by many artists, and I see 

performance art as being a particularly rich area of lived transmaterial investigation that 

has much to offer in the exploration of inter-communication. Art for me, has the role of 

questioning the deep human problems of our time, not providing answers, but provoking a 

deeper questioning, that I think can contain a potential for change or a shift. Art 

theoretician Stiles has referenced research examining the ability of the mind to effect 

change on matter, which was carried out at PEAR by the scientists Jahn and Dunne. 

Stiles agrees with their opinion, that until wider conditions of knowing become common in 

research communities, consciousness cannot be explored properly. In my view, there are 

such investigations being carried out by the artists in this research who, in realising the 

limits of phenomenal reality, are searching to redefine their own diverse experiences of 

extended self. This change is enabling artists like Peake to be open about their interests 

and personal experiences, to reveal aspects of their work that they describe as 

transcendent or spiritual. When framed collectively, these public and private embodied 

processes can be understood as contributing to current debates on the possibilities of 

interconnected human experience, including the need for a revised articulation of the 

spiritual, that might embrace the mysteries and contradictions of being, while addressing 

the problems and challenges of the prevailing religious and political world views. The in-

between dimension of performance art is something that can collapse even further into a 

co-active sensing and making sense that is through the body but also beyond this to a 

fusing of inner and outer events that I will discuss further as synchronicity. 
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2A 

CHAPTER 4: SYNCHRONICITY 

 
Figure 22. Denys Blacker, The Periodic Table: Astatine (2016) at Corpolgia, la Pera, Spain. Photographer: 
Nuria Iglesias. 
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But I think in all those situations of creation, of opening oneself, becoming a kind of 
door and space, welcoming space for the apparition or surge, coming into the 
world of something else or someone else: all those who belong to different 
practices, different languages, share, I am absolutely sure, what I just called, 
echoing you actually, the pre-condition. We are pre-conditional, pre-conditioned, 
pre-conditioning beings without whom nothing and no one would happen. And 
actually, what is happening right now is the simplest and most immediate instance 
of that. I am answering you. And what I am is an answer. 
From Writing Not Yet Thought. Hélène Cixous in conversation with Adrian 
Heathfield.90 

 

Meaningful Coincidence 
 
My interest in synchronicity goes back a long way to November 1985, when I had just 

finished an MA in Sculpture at Chelsea School of Art and was working as an artist in 

London. I had been commissioned by Alter Image Video Company to make a live 

performance for video that would be screened on their Channel Four art magazine 

programme, After Image.91 After meeting with the producer, Jane Thorburn, in Brixton on 

the 28th October, I proposed to make a performance that in my own words, would ‘bridge 

the gap between the intellectual process of sculpting, and the physical process of making’. 

This would be the continuation of a series of works in clay. I titled the piece Emerging and 

decided that it would be made with 10 tons of clay. In the centre of the clay mass, a hole 

would be filled with red liquid. The image I wanted to create was that of a volcano. I would 

bury myself naked in the clay until completely covered, then struggle free and emerge, my 

body covered by the red pigment. This action was to be repeated until exhaustion and 

would be filmed from above. The performance was planned for the 20th November 1985 

and the clay was ordered. On the 13th November, on another continent, a natural disaster 

struck the town of Armero, Columbia. The Nevado del Ruiz volcano, the Sleeping Lion, 

erupted, spitting out hot gas and rocks, melting glaciers and creating huge grey mudslides 

that flowed downhill toward the 5 river valleys below. Eighty-five percent of the entire town 

of Almero was covered, leaving more than 20 000 people dead (Mileti et al. 1991). There 

were pictures of the disaster everywhere in the press and live transmissions of the slow 

death of a 13-year-old girl, Omayra Sánchez, trapped by debris for her last 3 days and up 

to her neck in muddy water, her dead aunt's arms clutched around her legs and feet 

(Reuters 1985). The photographic images of the survivors of the disaster, half or fully 

naked and covered in mud were uncomfortably similar to those that I had been producing 

myself. It made me wonder why and how I had chosen to do this now? Was this all 

                                                
90 Interview conducted in Paris 2010 by Adrian Heathfield. Produced by Performance Matters. 

http://www.adrianheathfield.net/project/writing-not-yet-thought/ Retrieved 20 February 2018. Referenced 
with permission by Adrian Heathfield. 

91 Produced by Alter Image, the final transmission went out on 16 June 1987 on Channel Four. The work 
described as a body sculpture performance. 
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coincidental with no importance, or was it a premonition? On the 19th November, the clay 

was delivered in a much wetter state than I had wanted. The weather was freezing cold. 

This was going to be far more difficult than I had thought. We turned on the gas heaters in 

the huge, drafty, industrial space, in a futile attempt to warm the clay. I wrote in the press 

release that being buried in clay, ‘can evoke feelings of strength, frustration and fear.’ It 

became an ordeal in many ways; physically because I was naked and the clay frozen, 

mentally because I was close to becoming really trapped by the clay as time went on and I 

became more and more tired but also psychically as the images from the last six days of 

TV coverage kept flashing through my mind and body. I have never been very convinced 

of my separateness from the world or from others, and a favourite occupation as a child 

was to try and imagine how I would see and experience the world if I were inside the body 

of another person. The overpowering feelings of melancholy and loneliness that 

accompanied these imaginings was intense and would last for hours. This is a place of 

yearning and loss and I am constantly looking for evidence of our union in the patterns of 

my life. 

 
Figure 23. Left-right: Denys Blacker performing Emerging (1985). Filmed by Alter Image. Ó Denys Blacker. 4. 
The summit of Nevado del Ruiz in late November 1985. Jeffrey Marso, Public domain. 5. Extract from La 
Vanguardia. Saturday Edition, 16th November 1985, page 3. La Vanguardia Ediciones S.L.Ó 
http://hemeroteca.lavanguardia.com/preview/1985/11/16/pagina-3/32862239/pdf.html 6. Aerial view of the city 
of Armero, Colombia, devastated by mudflows triggered by the eruption of Nevado del Ruiz in November 
1985. Work of the United States Geological Survey USGS Federal Agency. Public Domain. 
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This concurrence of my work with a natural disaster half-way round the world, seemed to 

me to reflect something that I couldn’t understand logically then or now, but that 

intertwined the two events in such a way to give a meaning to the work that had not been 

there before. The fact that I could see my own struggle with the clay in relation to a 

greater ecological and social context made the association relevant to me and meaningful, 

and also a little worrying. Whether this was an example of a precognitive event92 or not 

was not important to me. It was not possible to prove it, but equally it was not possible to 

disprove it. Since making Emerging, and while working alone and with groups of 

performance artists, I have observed numerous examples of other coincidences. The 

more I have recorded and notated these experiences, both in the intimate space of the 

workshop and in live public situations, the more convinced I have become that perhaps as 

artists we are communicating in a way that does not depend entirely upon our regular 

powers of cognition and that reflects an underlying and invisible connection between us 

and the universe. This kind of meaningfulness is hard to quantify. In this study my interest 

lies in the way we might read these events in the work, not only as part of a creative 

process, but also as part of a re-evaluation of the kind of information we consider useful or 

even how we decide what is or isn’t important to us. This links to the wider concern in my 

thesis about intra-active ways of knowing. Is it possible that the kind of performance art 

that I am looking at is actually generating proof of such an entanglement of self with 

universe, in a not yet understood embodied, symbolic ordering of human experience? 

 

While it is true that there is a language of materials and symbols that are common to 

performance art and that tends to reappear in the works of different artists, I believe that 

striking synchronicities may contain a richer reading and understanding when they are 

looked at over a period of time. I am suggesting that individual performances can be 

understood and appreciated as single works, but when they are analysed within a larger 

group of works, it might also be possible to find patterns and interactions between them, 

that lead us to deeper layers of information. This is an area of performance art 

investigation that is completely unexplored to my knowledge. To gain a comprehensive 

view of synchronicity in performance works, it would be necessary to complete a huge 

meta-analysis of the practice of many artists, but in this research, my interest lies in the 

ways artists themselves experience such intra-connected ways of knowing. 

 

                                                
92 Precognition is described by Dean Radin as: Information perceived about future events, where the 

information could not be inferred by ordinary means. Variations include ‘‘premonition’’, a foreboding of an 
unfavourable future event, and ‘‘presentiment’, a sensing of a future emotion (Radin 2009, p.5). 
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The Unfolding Movement of Inner and Outer Events 
 

 
Figure 24. (Left-right and top to bottom) Denys Blacker, Mireia Zantop, Marta Vergonyós. Josep Masdevall, 
Paloma Orts, Lesley Yendell. The appearance of Circles at the Corpologia Meeting (2016) at the Teatre 
Municipal, Çelra, Spain. ã Denys Blacker. 

 
Artists frequently arrive at performance art events I have been present at, with the same, 

or similar materials. An example of this is when, in 2015 at the Interakcje International Art 

Festival in Piotrków Trybunalski, Poland, twenty-one performance artists showed their 

work over two evenings and on one of these, four of the artists used black liquid in their 

work, without any pre-arrangement or knowledge of each other’s intentions. Another 

example is from the Corpologia meeting in Çelrà in 2016, where six out of 12 artists drew 

a circle in their performance in different materials. These coincidences and many others 

were so frequent, that it became a subject of conversation after every meeting and 

questions started to be asked about what this might represent. It was suggested by some, 

that this happened because performance artists often choose similar objects and 

materials. Others suggested that maybe we were just unconsciously influencing each 

other. Probably there are elements of such external influences in the selection of objects 

and the decision to make a particular action, but this has not totally convinced me that 

there are no other possible explanations for such synchronicities. If, as the noetic 

sciences suggest, there is subtle but robust evidence that we can develop extra-sensory 
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modes of perception, then it might be possible that artists are capable of such telepathic 

or precognitive skills.  

 

The term Synchronicity, meaning together with time, from the Greek words syn—with, and 

chronos—time, is a kind of simultaneity, or a ‘meaningful coincidence of two or more 

events, where something other than the probability of chance is involved’ (Jung 73AD, 

p.104). Synchronicity may be useful in discovering how both the psychical and the 

physical are intertwined in the act of improvisation. The term ‘synchronistic principle’93 was 

used for the first time in 1930 by the psychologist Carl Jung, in a memorial address for his 

friend, the Sinologist Richard Wilhelm, renowned translator of the classic Chinese 

scriptural text, the Yìjīng (Miller 2010).94 Jung recognised in the Yìjīng, a central interest in 

‘the configuration formed by chance events in the moment of observation’ (Jung 1951). 

Synchronicity for Jung was a point of view diametrically opposed to causality. He writes, 

 
Synchronicity takes the coincidence of events in space and time as meaning 
something more than mere chance, namely, a peculiar interdependence of 
objective events among themselves as well as with the subjective (psychic) states 
of the observer observers (Jung 1951). 
 

In 1932, Jung developed a close friendship with the physicist Wolfgang Pauli, one of the 

co-creators of quantum theory, and together they investigated what Jung called ‘the no 

man’s land between Physics and the Psychology of the Unconscious’ (Miller 2010). Jung 

wanted to prove with Pauli, through quantum science, that synchronistic events were 

more than a ‘chaotic collection of curiosities’ and that within this array of experiences, 

there were important clues about the relationship of mind to matter and ultimately about 

consciousness itself. It wouldn’t be until he was seventy-seven, that Jung finally would 

dare to publish his research in the book, Synchronicity; An Acausal Connecting Principle 

(73AD). It had taken him many years to summon the courage to make this work public, 

since he understood that to talk about this ‘dark, dubious’ region of human experience 

was fraught with problems, not only because these unique events are not repeatable, and 

as such provable by scientific experimentation, but also because they seem to contradict 
                                                
93 Jung describes for the first time, his ideas on The Synchronistic Principle in the foreword to the English 

edition of the Richard Wilhelm translation of the Yìjīng. Synchronist thinking is diametrically opposite to 
causality, it ‘takes the coincidence of events in space and time as meaning something more than mere 
chance, namely, a peculiar interdependence of objective events among themselves as well as with the 
subjective (psychic) states of the observer or observers’ (Jung 1951, p.ii).  

94 The Yìjīng had been first translated in 1703 by a Jesuit priest Jean-Baptiste Régis that was published in 
Germany in the 1830s. Translated into English in 1882 by James Legge, the British sinologist and 
missionary. His monumental translation of was published in fifty volumes between 1879 and 1891. The 
Yìjīng or Book of Changes, has played a highly significant role in Chinese Philosophy and both 
Confucianism and Daoism are rooted in its texts. The origin of the Yìjīng, is as a collection of linear signs 
that were used as oracles. Consisting of an unbroken line (-) and a broken line (--), these were arranged 
firstly in pairs and then in groups of three (trigrams). This created 8 trigrams, symbols for changing 
transitional states, that represent ‘all that happens on Heaven and on Earth’ forming the basis of the Book 
of Changes. The trigrams were then combined with one another to give sixty-four variations. 
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the laws of causality and therefore the laws of relativity. The implication of synchronicity is 

that there must be some kind of medium or mechanism by which we are connected, a 

field, that although as yet unidentified by science, might explain how the simultaneous 

appearance of information across time and space could happen. In imagining how the 

inner and outer might be connected, Sheldrake has developed his concept of morphic 

fields, a collective and accumulative memory in which self-organising systems inherit a 

memory from previous similar systems, and in which each individual both draws upon and 

contributes to the collective memory of the species. Comparatively, the cognitive systems 

scientist, Christine Hardy, has developed Semantic Fields Theory (SFT) that ‘views the 

mind as a complex Mind-Body-Psyche system, a lattice comprising numerous dynamical 

networks, called Semantic Constellations (or SeCos)’ (Hardy 2004). Hardy describes Syg 

energy, that like Jung’s psychic energy, refers to consciousness that operates in a non-

local95 way, as ‘neither bound by space and time, nor to laws of electromagnetic fields’ 

(Hardy 2015). Whereas, in his development of the concept of the collective unconscious,96 

Jung describes how individuals can access unconscious information and how primordial 

images can be accessed by the individual that cannot have come from their own personal 

experience. He called this mythical thinking (Jung 2014, p.2948), postulating that this 

information has ‘a collective meaning, a meaning which is the common property of 

mankind’ (Jung 2014, p.4456). The Japanese philosopher Yasuo expands this in his 

concept of the ‘natural collective unconscious’, in which he suggests that humans also 

resonate with the activity of animals, plants and physical nature (Nagamoto 2008, p.19). 

 
The Synchronous Moment 
 
In the Ancient Chinese world-view, events happen in relation to each other and appear in 

the same time space for a reason. Hatcher describes this as ‘coordinative thinking’ or 

‘associative thinking’ where conceptions are placed in relationship to each other, forming 

patterns. Therefore, things and events have meaning, because they exist in relation to 

each other, their position dependent on their relation to the whole, acting upon each other 

by resonance (Hatcher 2009). In divination techniques, such as the ancient Chinese 

practice of consulting the Yìjīng, the key moment is observed and understood not only as 

a valid way of investigating reality, but a way to access information that otherwise would 

remain obscured by our logical thinking processes.  

                                                
95 Non-local consciousness understands consciousness as existing separately from the brain and as funnelled 

through or translated by the brain. A large body of evidence from controlled, peer-reviewed research 
provides support for this non-local model of consciousness and can be consulted at: 
http://deanradin.com/evidence/evidence.htm Retrieved 20 February 2018. 

96 The collective unconscious according to Jung, was a stratum of universal consciousness shared with all 
humans, that has been accumulated in an ancestral past and that ‘appears to consist of mythological 
motifs or primordial images’ (Jung 2014, pt.325). 
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In my experience, performance artists engage through their practice in associative 

thinking within movement, to create a connection with others that suspends the use of 

logic in order to experience a deeper connection to imagination. As a practitioner, I have 

noticed while making my own work and in group works, how during a performance the 

artist/participant/observer can move out of a rational, discursive and conscious mode into 

a non-rational, intuitive and felt experience. From within this experience it is possible to 

feel a deep sense of interconnection, not only with others physically in the space at that 

particular moment, but across space and time. Moving from the rational perspective 

(sense of me, here, in this room, doing this thing) to a sense of the non-rational (a feeling 

of letting go or forgetting of time, place, identity), and from here a return to the rational 

perspective once again, where one notices all kinds of deep connections that took place 

in that performative moment. I became interested in the possibility of reading from these 

events, the multiple layers of meaning that might be relevant in informing and shaping the 

work I was making myself.  

 

In the series of works called the Periodic Table, I explore this journey from rational to 

intuitive and back to rational again at every phase of the work. I begin the preparation for 

the performance by studying the properties of a particular element, Astatine for example, 

to know about its uses, properties and the history of its discovery (See Figure 22). Once I 

have all this information, I try to forget about it, entering into a process that might last 

minutes or hours in which I allow information to bubble up into consciousness without 

effort. This is a way of engaging with not-knowing, that I describe in the Glossary, and that 

is discussed further in Chapter Six/ 2C. This relates to a state of openness and 

attentiveness that I liken to the Daoist concept of Wu-wei (See Glossary and Chapter 

Six/2C). At some point in this process, something that happens in an everyday situation, 

sparks a simultaneous irruption into consciousness of both the form and the content. I 

know at once, unhesitatingly, that I have the right image, the right movement. I apprehend 

the whole performance clearly and surely in all its detail and with a clear significance. 

Afterwards I can reflect upon the layers of meaning and significance from the more 

conscious layers of knowing. 

 

Both Jung and his close colleague Marie Louise von Franz, took the Wilhelm translation of 

the Yìjīng as a primary source of their research into synchronicity. For Jung, the Yìjīng had 

‘uncommon significance’ as a method for exploring the unconscious (Jung 1951, p.ii). 

‘Synchronicity’, wrote von Franz, ‘is real and meaningful when a causal explanation can 

be completely excluded’. Such an exclusion of causality can be observed in the 

performance Emerging, where the eruption of the volcano does not cause me to make the 
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performance work, and obviously, my performance doesn't cause the volcano to erupt. It 

is this lack of causality that catches our imagination and makes us look for meaning in the 

simultaneous events. In Synchronist Thinking, which Von Franz describes as field 

thinking, ‘the question is not why has this come about or what factor caused this effect, 

but what likes to happen together in a meaningful way in the same moment?’ (Von Franz 

1980, p.8). This proposition takes into account not only physical events and processes but 

also the psychical. She identifies the focal point in time for the observation of this complex 

of events as the key moment (1980, p.9). In this research, I identify and describe this 

experience of sudden illumination or discovery as the ‘synchronous moment’. Noticing the 

synchronous moment is a complex matter, and depends on awareness and sensitivity, as 

well as our ability to identify it. Recognising a synchronous moment in the creative 

process can happen when the analytical and the aesthetic conjugate, when intuition and 

logic blend in a moment of recognition and knowing. The synchronous moment holds no 

doubt or hesitation, there is no duality, it brings a simultaneous dissolution of any 

contradiction or ambiguity, giving way to a knowledge of something that is felt, sensed and 

known. Given the kind of information that can arise in this state of mind, that is not 

gathered from our conscious cognitive senses, the question arises, ‘To what degree can 

we consider our thoughts our own?’ This is something I discuss in Chapter Five and 

Chapter Six. 

 
The Door and the Space 
 

I have been inspired by Cixous' words, describing her own experience of the creative act, 

where the artist opens herself to become what she calls, 'the door and the space'. This is 

a poetic description of the synchronous moment, where the doing, the thinking and the 

resolution appear to be occurring simultaneously, a creative moment when something not 

seen before appears as the creative solution. For Cixous, this key moment is the 

mysterious connection to what Joyce called the forge of the soul. She describes it thus: 
 
Immediately, instantaneously, they will come with an enormous amount of 
possibilities, of suggestions that are also immediately sifted. And you'll immediately 
have proposed, by those unknown poets, the suitable new shape of a sentence. 
That is, of course, the Mystery. It happens somewhere in what James Joyce would 
call the forge, the smithy of the soul (Cixoux & Heathfield 2011). 

 

This can be observed in the moment of inspiration in which Ferrer discovered in 1990, a 

whole new series of performance works entitled, A Space to be Crossed. The space and 

door become a portal where something else which is other, surges into being and where 

Ferrer as a pre-conditional, pre-conditioned, pre-conditioning being, opens herself to the 

possibility of the apparition of something, as yet, not seen or understood. Ferrer, recounts 
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here, how, while she was walking to an exhibition in the rain, a whole new concept came 

to her. There is a togetherotherness in the solution that appears as Ferrer approaches, 

and passes by, an unknown man on a bridge in Paris in the rain. This is not a casual 

action or a game. Ferrer sees it as an actual performance work and she describes the 

catalytic situation in the following way, 

 
I have a series of works called, A Space to be Crossed. This experience for 
example is one of the most gratifying in my life, seen from a performative point of 
view. I was living in Paris, many years ago. On Pont Neuf, it was night time and 
raining hard. I was on my way to an exhibition and I had to cross the bridge. I went 
out in my raincoat and with an umbrella and as I got to the pavement on my side of 
Pont Neuf, I stepped onto it and on the opposite side of the bridge I saw a 
gentleman with a raincoat and umbrella doing exactly the same as me. I said, ‘I'm 
going to walk at exactly his pace to see if we can cross in the middle of the bridge.’ 
It was quite an experience. There are people who will ask me ‘Is it possible to do a 
performance without public?’ Of course, it is, and this was such a performance. 
The gentleman hadn't even realised that I was making a performance. But, for 
example, I've made many performances where the prime material is the doing, 
alone or accompanied. That is to say all my performances come to me along the 
way.97 
 

In Ferrer's A Space to be Crossed, it is the simultaneous arrival of the unforeseen idea 

with the execution of it, as well as the important emergence of the meaning this has for 

her, that make it illustrative of how some performance artists develop a kind of 

consciousness in their work that allows for meaning to emerge from the improvised action. 

The composer Pierre Boulez describes this as ‘Einbruch’, i.e. irruption. The idea of 

‘Einbruch’ includes the images of surprise and breaking of plans (Ciborra 1998). 

Consciousness is what is entangled in the space between the inspiration, the improvised 

moment and the meaning that appears or irrupts in the act of making or doing. Bachelard, 

writing on the poetic imagination, expresses the view that ‘the poetic image is a sudden 

salience on the surface of the psyche’. He calls this ‘the very ecstasy of the newness of 

the image’ which demands of the artist a receptivity to the poetic image as it appears 

(Bachelard 2014). It is this novelty and psychic actuality, as he calls it, that is common to 

the moment of inspiration in all art forms, and that can be imaged as immersing the artist 

in Sheldrake’s Morphic Field or Hardy’s Semantic Constellation, that instantaneously 

projects us into a larger and intra-connected experience of reality. 
 
Developing the Synchronous Moment 
 
In this intra-connected reality, might it be possible to develop our capacity to be 

responsive to the complex patterns of relatedness that Ames and Hall recognise in 

Daoism, and by which we can ‘plumb and appreciate the magic of the ordinary and the 
                                                
97Translated from an interview with Marta Vergonyós and Denys Blacker in 2015, in Palafrugell, Spain. 
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everyday’ (Ames & Hall 2004, p.36). As Ferrer places her foot on the pavement, she is in 

time with the man on the other side of the bridge. She is moving in chronological time on 

her way to an exhibition. As she is simultaneously projecting a series of works into the 

future, she is moving in time and through time. She is actually within the complex patterns 

of relatedness that Ames and Hall describe as ‘enchanting the routine’ and by which life 

itself can become truly significant (2004). Ferrer's ability to seize a moment of insight and 

to understand its importance in relation to her creative process is seemingly 

instantaneous, yet the way that this is then developed as an art work happens later, in a 

process I call the aesthetic extension of the synchronous moment. This is the process 

through which the synchronous discovery is subsequently developed into a more formal 

work. Ferrer takes the synchronous moment on the bridge, leaves it in her mind and waits 

for the clarity to develop it into the performance. Ferrer describes how this process works 

for her, saying, 

 
For example, I can get an idea for a performance in a noise that I hear, something 
I see in the street, a phrase, something I've read, an event that happens. This may 
give me an idea for a performance. Normally, I write it down. Then, I put myself in 
performance mode, but, like a computer, its working away, but its asleep, but its 
functioning and I know it's there. And then suddenly, one day, something comes to 
me in relation to the idea and I start tying up the loose ends, structuring it in my 
head, almost not structuring it and then I sit down and write and draw it, but this 
doesn’t mean I'm going to do it.98 

 
The metaphor of a computer continuing to work while it is in sleep mode is how Ferrer 

describes herself entering into a space of not-knowing and not-doing, that is central to Zen 

teaching and something that is put to practice in the koans that Ferrer has talked of. This 

allows for the synchronous moment to bubble to the surface of consciousness in a way 

that is not forced or contrived.  

 

Conclusion 
 
In recognising the relevance of synchronicity in practices of performance art improvisation, 

I realise that there is still much to be learned about how this works. However, there are 

many possibilities for further investigation through embodied explorations of the many 

ways we might be able to make these unknown connections visible in the work and how 

we might understand them in a wider context.  

                                                
98 From an interview with Denys Blacker in Madremanya, Spain 2015 
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Joseph Beuys,99 the renowned German artist saw his art as inclusive of all aspects of life 

as well as addressing political, social and spiritual themes. He envisioned a future study of 

science that would include consciousness, and stated in relation to that; 

 
But if you want to provide a fundamental analysis of these problems (what 
problems?), you have to develop a special kind of consciousness-science. And 
then you find that the human body isn’t only located in a physical context, that he 
isn’t only incarnated in the physical world between birth and death, his thinking 
springs from another source (Beuys 1993). 
 

While understanding the thought process as something that springs from a non-physical 

context, Beuys suggests to us the need for a consciousness-science that would try to 

understand the non-locality of thought and intention that I have discussed in this chapter. 

In a letter to R. F. C. Hull in January of 1955, Jung wrote that ‘the latest comment about 

‘Synchronicity’ is that it cannot be accepted because it shakes the security of our scientific 

foundation’. Jung realised intuitively that synchronicity held clues to understanding how 

the psychic and the physical realms of reality are linked, although he wasn’t able to 

conclude his research into synchronicity before his death. In this research, I am 

suggesting that in performance art, it is possible to access areas of knowing where artists 

experience what Roderick Main has called a ‘rupturing of time’ and that he suggests might 

even play a role in the rupture of collective and historical time (Main 2004, p.183). 

Synchronicity according to Main, allows for the individual to be viewed as a microcosm of 

society, and as such supports an ethic of the highest responsibility (Main 2004, p.176). I 

propose that this vision of the individual, as part of a larger whole, is experienced by the 

artists in this study and can be seen in the way information is accessed from lesser 

conscious layers of themselves, which are manifested in key moments of experience 

where the sense of self expands beyond the body. 

 

 

 

                                                
99 Joseph Beuys (1921-1986) was a renowned German artist, activist and teacher. He participated in the 

Fluxus movement and began making his own action performances in 1963. 
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2B 

CHAPTER 5 – SYMBIOTIC AGREEMENT 

 
Figure 25. Denys Blacker and Laura Corcuera. Improvisation at Dados Negros, Artists in Residence, 
Villanueva de los Infantes, Spain as part of Accion!MAD Festival (2018). 
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By opening up our experience of time in organic, ecological, and geological terms, 
we can allow life to continue on Earth.  
Joanna Macy, World as Lover, World as Self, p172. 

 

Parallel Worlds 
 

The world has been traced and represented by mankind for centuries and maps have 

been used for navigation and exploration, as well as a tool for colonisation, trading and 

warfare. Parallel Worlds is a series of drawings, costumes and performances, in which I 

touch through actions, ideas about the boundaries of my body in relation to the 

boundaries of the global. The starting point of interest for me came in a ‘key moment’ 

while I was standing on the roof terrace of my house, looking upwards at the many lights 

moving across the night sky. I had the intense sensation of being able to see, from both 

above and below, my own position between earth and sky. This lasted only a few minutes 

and left me with two images in my mind, a view of the earth from a satellite and the 

stormy, heavily clouded sky as seen from the earth. I had the experience of being outside, 

in-between as well as within. I first saw the astounding blue marble image of the earth 

taken from the Apollo 17 spaceship when I was eleven years old, but I could never have 

imagined that in my own lifetime the planet would be spied on in such fine detail from 

cameras in the Earth’s exosphere by a kind of digital globalised stalker. Despite this 

incredible visual overview that we now have, we still lack the sense to maintain and 

respect our environment. Maps can lay out the areas of drought, famine, war, flooding, the 

path of hurricanes and refugees, but there is no map that can reveal the extent of the 

broken boundaries between nature and technology that have given us the chimera of 

climate engineering and genetic enhancement. In this era that some have called the 

Anthropocene,100 or the Capitalocene,101 I wanted to perform the fine line that separates 

yet binds me to what is not me, to be touched through skin to the entropy of our planet, 

sensing fragility and the possibility, personally and globally, to nourish or to destroy life. 

The Inuit have a word for the fear of unpredictable violence; kappia. It is different from the 

kind of fear that accompanies awe. This is called ilira. ‘Watching a polar bear is ilira. But 

having to cross thin sea ice, is kappia’ (Lopez 1986, p.1986). Kappia is the kind of fear 

that so many people in the world now live with, the fear of unexpected violence and 

                                                
100 The Anthropocene is a controversial environmental concept, popularised by the Dutch, Nobel Prize-winning 

chemist, Paul Crutzen, that names a geological time, tracing environmental degradation to the industrial 
revolution, and man’s impact on the geology of the planet. Timothy Morton describes the Anthropocene as 
‘the first fully antianthropocentric concept’ (Morton 2016, p.24). 

101 The Capitaloocene, conceived by Jason Moore in his book Capitalism in the Web of Life, in response to 
what he sees as the limitations of the term Anthropocene, that understands ‘the transformation of nature 
as constitutive of capital accumulation’, and arguing that ‘‘in the early 21st century, the poorest 45 per cent 
of humanity generated 7 per cent of CO2 emissions, while the richest 7 per cent produced 50 per cent.’ 
For Moore, capitalism is to be blamed for the degradation of the environment (Moore 2015). 
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sudden disaster. The environmental activist and scholar of Buddhism, Macy, among 

others,102 suggests that we are showing signs of the planet’s distress in our own bodies. 

She writes that we collectively sense the degradation of nature, the pressures on our 

ecosystems, and at an unconscious level, we are living with unhealthy levels of stress and 

anxiety.103 This fear and anxiety permeates our lives, aggravated by the constant flow of 

information on terrorism, war, famine and all kinds of suffering and depravity that insults 

our humanity daily from the television, the newspapers, the radio, the internet. That which 

was hælþ, the old English for wholeness and the root of healthy, heal and holy is under 

attack. This is a connection, that we feel in our bodies, our soma/some. It is loathsome, 

worrisome, fearsome, awesome. The injury is done also to our home, our eco systems, 

our ecology, our economy.104

 
Figure 26. Denys Blacker performing Parallel Worlds –The Atlantic (2007) at the Festival Sête, France. 
Photographer: Ana Rita Rodrigues. ã Denys Blacker.  

 

 

 
                                                
102 Other ecofeminists who have contributed to an interconnected view of the world and whom I mention in 

later chapters are Charlene Spretnak, Karen Warren and Naomi Klein. 
103 According to statistics published by the Mental Health Foundation, there were 8.2 million cases of anxiety 

in the UK in 2013. Fineberg, N., Haddad, P., Carpenter, L., Gannon, B., Sharpe, R., Young, A., Joyce, E., 
Rowe, J., Wellsted, D., Nutt, D. and Sahakian, B. (2013). The size, burden and cost of disorders of the 
brain in the UK. Journal of Psychopharmacology, 27(9), pp.761-770. https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/a-
to-z/a/anxiety. Retrieved 6 July 2016. 

104 Eco comes from the Greek word οἶκος meaning house. 



 

 
93 

In the performance series Parallel Worlds, I explore the tensions and anxieties that I feel 

in my somatic and psychic relation to the degradation of the natural environment and the 

wide-ranging destructive effects that this has on the lives of every person on the planet. I 

have developed these ideas in relation to the politics of debt in other solo works such as 

Up to the Neck and External Debt, but in Parallel Worlds, I imagine the interconnection of 

the human body with the earth’s surface as a porous borderland, where tensions and 

anxieties can be transformed though a physical engagement with entropy.  

 

For each performance in the Parallel Worlds series, I made a full-length circular cape from 

canvas and onto that, I drew a map, depicting a view of the planet from the perspective of 

a different ocean. The areas of land on the map were then covered by thin porcelain 

sheets. The porcelain sheets, that are hand-sewn to the cloth, take hours to form, to be 

fired and to be attached. The whole process of constructing each cape takes about two 

months. In the performance, all this work is destroyed in a few minutes. During the 

performance, I lie on the floor with the cape wrapped around me. I roll backwards and 

forwards across the room, the porcelain breaking as I roll. The sound of porcelain 

breaking, at first, has a snapping, melodious ring and as it is broken into smaller pieces, 

the sound becomes more like the swishing of waves breaking on the shore. The map 

becomes a temporary border between my skin and the earth, the vibration of breaking 

porcelain is felt in my skull, in my bones and it vibrates the floor on which I lie. In the 

destruction of the porcelain cape, there is a reference to the global warming that is making 

the ice thinner and the kind of apprehensive fear that accompanies the unpredictability of 

violence, but there is also a reference to the fusing of self and planet, of an 

interconnectedness that is material and psychic.  

Macy proposes there is a wider construct of self that is relevant to our times. She writes, 
 

The conventional notion of the self with which we have been raised and to which 
we have been conditioned by mainstream culture is being undermined. What the 
philosopher Alan Watts called ‘the skin encapsulated ego’ and Gregory Bateson 
referred to as ‘’he epistemological error of Occidental civilization’ is being peeled 
off. It is being replaced by wider constructs of identity and self-interest – by what 
Arne Naess termed the ecological self, co-extensive with other beings and the life 
of our planet (Macy 2007, p.148). 

 

This is a sense of self that is not only expanded beyond the body but also to the myriad 

conditions and events that surround us, including the environment and nature. In this view 

of reality, nothing is seen as an isolated act, but as arising from the co-extensivity of all 

nature. This can be understood as a somatic and psychic reconnection to the ecological 

body that has been discussed in relation to ecofeminism by Karen Warren (2000) and 

Charlene Spretnak (1987) among others. In such an ecofeminist context, I recognise the 
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importance of caring for self and other, that includes not only the living organisms on the 

planet, but all non-human parts as well (Warren 2000). In this research I have found the 

Buddhist concept of Paticcasamuppāda105 to be very useful as a way to shine a light on 

the implications of an embodied experience of entangled reality in performance, where it 

is possible to experience an overlapping of our minds and bodies, our thoughts and our 

emotions in action, and where the ethics of interconnection can be explored in relation to 

the concepts of con-sent and symbiosis. 

 

Paticcasamuppāda – Co-Arising 
 

The impact that Asian thought and practices have had on Western artists is well 

documented,106 (Munroe & Nakagawa 2009) (Baas & Jacob 2004) and can be understood 

as having a central place in the way that artists, whom I have discussed in this study, 

consistently develop their own practice. The acknowledgment by them of the importance 

and relevance of heightened attention and inner states of consciousness is visible too in 

their development of various body-mind or self-awareness disciplines. This can become a 

central focus of their investigation, such as in the works by Gray or Peake, or as a parallel 

interest in their practice, as in the work of Ferrer, who admits to being deeply influenced 

by Zen Buddhism, having read many books but never followed a conventional practice. 

She states, 
 
One can't deny the influence of Zen Buddhism in the world of live art. And as far as 
my own experience goes, I remember when I read the books of Koans by Suzuki. I 
got a whole performance called Las Cosas, The Things from an anecdote about a 
Koan. The Master asks, (and I'm telling you this from memory because it was thirty 
years ago or more), ‘What is the essence of Buddha?’ and the students try to reply, 
and naturally it's never the right answer. One of them gets up, takes off his shoe, 
puts it on his head and goes out of the room. He is the one who had understood. 
Then, that really impressed me. 
 
 

                                                
105 In Buddhist thought, Paticcasamuppāda is the conditionality that represents the order within the flow of 

existence, where an inter-related series of psycho-physical factors set forth in the twelve nidānas (causes, 
links) illustrate the endlessness and beginninglessness of causal interaction. It is described in early texts 
in the four-part formula in Pali; Imasmim sati idam hoti (This being, that becomes), Imasuppada idam 
upajjati (From the arising of this, that arises), Imasmim asati idam na hot (This not being, that becomes 
not), Imassa nirodha idam nirujjhati (From the ceasing of this, that arises) (Macy 1991, pp.36–39). 

106 Ancient Eastern thought and body practices have influenced performance artists since the 1800s, from 
Tristram Tzara's comparison of Daoism and Dada, (Baas & Jacob 2004, p.126) to John Cage's 
relationship with Zen Buddhism and Marina Abramovic’s collaborations with Tibetan Buddhist monks. 
Contemporary female artists like Alison Knowles, Yoko Ono, Linda Montano, Laurie Anderson, and Anne 
Hamilton have talked openly about their engagement with Eastern practices and philosophies and some 
have integrated these into their lives at every level, such as Adrian Piper who has a life-long practice of 
yoga and meditation.  
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Macy has drawn a comparison between the early Buddhist view of the world where 

‘causality is reciprocal, arising from interweaving circuits of contingency’ (Macy 1991) and 

General Systems Theory.107 ‘Despite the obvious contrasts in their origins and purposes’ 

she writes, ‘each of them—early Buddhism and contemporary systems theory—can clarify 

what the other is saying.’ (Macy 1991, p.xii). In order to explore this, Macy looks to early 

Buddhist teachings108 to examine Paticcasamuppāda, a Pali term sometimes translated as 

Mutual Dependency, or Dependent Co-Arising. This is a Buddhist concept of reality, where 

‘the existence of both self and world are seen in terms of mutually conditioning psycho-

physical events, which arise and pass away, interdependently’ (Macy 1991, p.25). 

 

Such a co-constitution of the world can also be appreciated in the context of the physicist, 

Niels Bohr’s quantum understanding of complementarity, that Barad interprets in her book 

Meeting the Universe Halfway, as ‘the inseparability of objects and agencies of 

observation’, something she explores in depth as what she terms, agential realism, a 

dynamic intra-active co-constitution in which as she writes, 

 
Bodies do not simply take their places in the world. They are not simply situated in, 
or located in, particular environments. Rather ‘environments’ and ‘bodies’ are intra-
actively co-constituted (Barad 2007, p.170). 

 
Artists such as Victoria Gray, Sandra Johnston or Florence Peake reflect Barad’s view in 

that they don’t always experience themselves as being entirely separate from their 

environment and this is not just an idea or a concept. In fact, there are times when they 

experience the dissolution of their physical and psychical boundaries, not as a 

disembodied, rational subjects but as, 

 
an embodied sensibility, which responds to its proximal relationship to the other 
through a mode of wonderment that is antecedent to consciousness. (Barad 2007, 
p.391) 
 

The co-constituted self, as understood by Barad, is intimately entwined in the natural 

world, ‘in which a delicate tissue of ethicality runs through the marrow of being’ (2007, 

p.396). It is not an experience that leaves the artist unchanged. These are lived embodied 

transformations of consciousness that reach into the core of existence. This is not an easy 

experience and many artists in this study acknowledge how trauma can also play a part in 

such felt or sensed co-constitutions. 

                                                
107 General Systems Theory originated in the effort to perceive and understand phenomena that eluded the 

mechanistic scientific model, and that supposes reality can be understood by an examination of its parts. 
General Systems theory examines the organization and functions of whole systems (Macy 1991, pp.70–
72). 

108 Macy examines the Buddhist teachings of causality from the Sutta and Vinyana Pitakas of the Pali Canon, 
noting that in the discussion of Dependent Co-arising, the Abhidarma texts differ in significant ways. 
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Macy reminds us to think of the different creatures that compose our bodies, ‘the 

mitochondria in the cells, the intestinal bacteria, the life teeming on the surface of the 

skin.’ ‘This’, she says is ‘the great symbiosis that is you’ (Macy & Gahbler 2006), a body 

that is part of a much larger symbiosis and wider reciprocities. Symbiosis does not imply a 

denial of the individual, or of subjective experience. It is a denial of the isolation of the 

subject (Macy 1991, p.109), where all aspects of our world and our lives subsist in the 

reciprocal ‘dynamic web of interdependence’ (Macy 2007, p.32). Therefore, the self is 

seen as a series of events that are reciprocally conditioning and being conditioned, and 

where the connection between what we are and what we do is understood in the concept 

of karma.  

 

The Buddhist concept of karma, is ‘the determinacy of all deeds, the volitional behaviour, 

in our bodily, mental and verbal deeds (body, thought, speech) that constitutes what we 

are, our actions co-determining what we become’ (Macy 1991, p.165). Karma is often 

linked to the belief in rebirth and the moral effect of actions, but Macy suggests, by 

drawing parallels to Systems Theory, that karma is not deterministic but constantly 

shaping and reshaping according to what we do and how we act. Doer and deed co-arise, 

self is fluid and experience alterable (Macy 2007, p.60), and it is in such a co-constituted 

space that the transformative holistic experience of body-mind-spirit is interwoven and 

symbiotic. The senses are not limited to the body alone but might reside in the space 

between (inter) or within the space we co-constitute together (syn). This view of the world, 

where the actions of each individual are reflected in the whole, surely brings with it an 

ethical question about the consequences of our actions on the whole. This 

interdependency can be seen to have terrible consequences, for example, in the impact 

that our activities are having on our planet, such as mass extinctions or global warming. 

Our interdependency can also produce positive relationships of synergy and synchrony. 

 

Taking responsibility for our actions, in Dependent Co-Arising becomes a primary goal and 

something that artists in this study have also been concerned with, especially when their 

work deals with themes of trauma or violence. The artist and cultural activist, Victoria 

Gray, whose work I describe later in in this chapter, thinks that if this responsibility isn’t 

addressed, we can end up having experiences that can trigger a re-traumatisation. She 

says, 

 
I definitely don’t want to advocate that performance art is a space to trigger and to 
inhabit trauma and traumatic experience, because I think that there’s a way of 
dealing with things that isn’t going back into the trauma but there can be another, 
much safer way and perhaps more productive way of working through something, 
not dealing with it necessarily directly, but finding techniques of living differently or 
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tuning differently. And I guess, in the sense of the audience, wider than the 
audience, if all of us were able to be more aware in that sense, we might be able 
to take more responsibility for ourselves and make decisions where we don’t end 
up in spaces where we might be triggered by something. 

 
This is an important point to discuss in the practice of performance improvisation, where 

the connection to unconscious and liminal information might allow for the expression of 

unformulated and as such uncontrolled actions. In my opinion it is possible to enter into 

highly intuitive, and as such, uncontrollable spaces in improvisation, while at the same 

time maintaining an ability to respond in a way that contributes in a synergetic way. This 

requires artists to be attentive to the porous experiences of intra-action and to the 

reconfigurations of power that can arise. It also requires a degree of self-awareness that 

can be achieved only through discipline and regular practice. There is no way of avoiding 

the fact that underlying any art form, hours and hours are dedicated to the formulation and 

practice of the work. In performance improvisation, I see parallels in the Buddhist 

practices of self-awareness that involve an embodied research, where the body in action 

becomes the vehicle for a deeper knowing of reality, that is not limited to the body or to 

the environment. Macy reminds us that ‘all conceptual treatments of Dependent Co-

Arising are by their nature limited and inadequate’ and she points out that in the doctrine 

of Paticcasamuppāda, true perception of the interrelatedness necessitates questioning all 

our assumptions and this cannot be attained without actually undertaking the risks of 

‘existential commitment and meditative introspection’ (Macy 1991, pp.27–28). This 

requires a disciplined practice of introspection and attentiveness, a mindfulness that I 

recognise in the practice of most of the artists in this study and that is endorsed by current 

scientific research on the positive effects of meditation and mindfulness, such as improved 

attention (Tang et al. 2007), decreased mind-wandering (Brewer et al. 2011), 

(Killingsworth & Gilbert 2010), emotional regulation (Lutz et al. 2013), reduction of anxiety 

(Goyal et al. 2014), (Hofmann et al. 2010). By engaging in embodied awareness practices 

such as Body Mind Centering,109 Gray, who trained as a dancer, has developed a 

contemplative awareness practice that she understands as being both transformational, 

spiritual and political.  

 

According to East Asian ontology, individuals and the world exist in a unitive relation of 

oneness, a lived experience that takes place crucially, in a field of practical self-cultivation. 
                                                
109 On the Body-Mind Centering web page BMC is described as ‘‘an integrated and embodied 

approach to movement, the body and consciousness. Developed by Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen, it 
is an experiential study based on the embodiment and application of anatomical, physiological, 
psychophysical and developmental principles, utilizing movement, touch, voice and mind. Its 
uniqueness lies in the specificity with which each of the body systems can be personally 
embodied and integrated, the fundamental groundwork of developmental re-patterning, and the 
utilization of a body-based language to describe movement and body-mind relationships.’’ 
https://www.bodymindcentering.com/about/ Retrieved 20 January 2016. 
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Implied in this worldview is an ethical responsibility, where the individual is an indivisible 

part of the community, in the sense that his or her thoughts, actions and deeds contribute 

to the evolution of the whole. Self-cultivation is achieved though the practice of meditation 

and is seen as an essential part of any philosophical discussion, where the process of 

practical experience is utilised in place of logic. All the artists in this study recognise 

having been influenced to varying degrees by these ideas, and many of them have 

followed some form of practice associated with Eastern thought such as Taijiquan, Yoga or 

meditation. They have also described how a sense of social and ecological responsibility 

is central to their artistic practice and how they understand their work as a kind of self-

cultivation that is intimately embedded in their actions within and without the performance 

space, both in the environment, and in regard to others. 

 

These practices have been transformed in the West, into techniques such as mindfulness, 

as described by the American social psychologist, Dr Ellen Langer, sometimes called ‘the 

mother of mindfulness’. She defines mindfulness as simply ‘the act of noticing new things’. 

This attentiveness is not the same as concentration, which requires focusing in on 

something particular, but rather a moment-to-moment awareness that opens outwards 

and is inclusive rather than exclusive. Because of the positive effects, mindfulness is 

offered by personal coaches and therapists as a technique to improve our social and 

professional capacities. I stress here the important difference between the kind of 

heightened attention that I am referring to, in relation to a very particular practice of 

improvisation that I have described and a goal-oriented approach which sells mindfulness 

as a pseudo-spiritual technology used to serve individual desires and aspirations or in 

order to sell or to make profits. Although there is every reason to be cautious of any 

teachings that are ‘nested within authoritarian or political structures’ (Reason & Bradbury 

2008), in this research we have not adhered to any such structure to develop the work 

and have tried to avoid a systematic application of any theory or system in favour of a 

sensed and felt engagement with the ideas and practices. The attainment of being ‘in the 

present' is not the primary goal, rather, the goal is to explore a process of becoming that 

exists beyond the restriction of time, space and presence. In this sense, we have drawn 

on Chinese and East Asian philosophy, from a Western point of view, adapting and 

responding to the ideas through the work itself. In essence, what we have been 

investigating in the group and in my own work, through the attuning exercises described in 

the appendices, is the dynamics of inter-personal relating, communication and 

cooperation, that might enable us to pool our individual skills to the benefit of all those 

involved, and hopefully without falling into hierarchical relationships of power. To do this it 

has been important to discover new ways to find agreement and reciprocal caring.  
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Con-Sent and Response-Ability 
 
An important aim of this work is to develop an attentive embodied experience, that might 

enable us to reach both into the body and beyond the body to access different ways of 

sensing and knowing together. This can be seen in the collaborative works in the 

Appendix III/3C and Figure 25. Central to these ways of knowing, is the ability to listen to 

others and the practice of con-sentment, or agreement through feeling. In prioritising the 

felt, over the spoken, this kind of agreement, as developed in improvisation, is different 

from consensus, which the science philosopher, Isabelle Stengers, sees as a subjection, 

where, as she states, ‘the population of our practices finds itself subjected to criteria that 

transcend their diversity in the name of a shared intent, a superior good, for an ideal 

peace’ (2010: 35). Con-sentment is rather, a symbiotic agreement of feeling bodies, not a 

verbal agreement, but achieved by bypassing the normal verbal ways of negotiation and 

the duality of agreement/disagreement. It is a felt, intuitive and sensed negotiation, that 

depends on the reading of physical signs and the sensing of energy and emotion. In the 

group improvisations that were made during this research, contingency requires the 

participants, as part of a larger group, to develop their sense of touch, discovering the 

intra-active space between body and world, self and other. For Donna Haraway, thinking, 

writing, and world-making are always acts of sym-poiesis, of making together or new ways 

of going-on together that are channelled, woven, knotted and crocheted, made together in 

communities of practice. The ethics involved, relate to response-ability as ‘being with’, 

rooted in the riskiness of taking chances with another, not in prohibition (Haraway & 

Kenney 2015, p.261). Haraway suggests that an ethical cultivation of our capacity to 

respond is a collective undertaking, stating, 
 

Response-ability is that cultivation through which we render each other capable, 
that cultivation of the capacity to respond. Response-ability is not something you 
have toward some kind of demand made on you by the world or by an ethical 
system or by a political commitment. Response-ability is not something that you 
just respond to, as if it’s there already. Rather, it’s the cultivation of the capacity of 
response in the context of living and dying in worlds for which one is for, with 
others. So, I think of response-ability as irreducibly collective and to-be-made. In 
some really deep ways, that which is not yet, but may yet be. It is a kind of luring, 
desiring, making-with.’ (Haraway & Kenney 2015) 

 
For, Barad, the ethical subject is a responsive, embodied sensibility that responds in 

proximal relationship to the other. Notably, in the closing lines of Meeting the Universe 

Halfway, Barad writes, ‘Meeting each moment and being alive to the possibilities of 

becoming, is an ethical call, an invitation that is written into the very matter of all being and 

all becoming’ (Barad 2007, p.396). Furthermore, quoting the feminist theorist Ewa 
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Plonowska Ziarek on the ethics of responsibility, Barad writes, ‘the ethical significance of 

the body is crystallised in the figure of touch and sensibility, in the quite simple attempt to 

touch the other, to feel the other’. Touching is surely though a mutual activity where one is 

also touched, and it is these phenomena of empathic connections that many performance 

artists have talked to me about. Haraway elaborates on the idea of touch with her concept 

of the Chthulucene, as a practice of becoming-with that is ‘neither sacred nor secular, an 

earthly worlding that is thoroughly terran, muddled, and mortal’ (Haraway 2016).  

In improvisation, sensing becomes sympoietic, lateral and tentacular like the gorgon 

Medusa of Haraway’s imagining. Finding accord with the other through feeling in con-

sentment, is an embodied and earthly becoming that makes use of tentacular exploration 

to discover the contingent and ethical connections with the other.  

In the group works that we developed for this research, sym-poiesis, as the ability to relate 

and to make connections, to adapt and to mutate, is prioritised over the ability to dictate or 

to command or to maintain a fixed point of view. In this space, it becomes a necessity to 

let go of absolute control to enter into an interspace of becoming, which requires a degree 

of trust and the ‘riskiness of play’ that Haraway talks about. (Haraway & Kenney 2015, 

p.261). This is a space, Haraway says, where people can tell a story about things that 

they care about, a propositional and invitational re-worlding. 

As Haraway writes, 

 
We live and die in a time of permanent war, multi-species surplus killings, and 
genocides. Coupled to that, but distinct from it, is the urgency of climate change. 
We inhabit a planet that is undergoing systemic transformations, including the 
already-experienced ones and the anticipated flips of set points in geosystems, 
such that complex, biodiverse assemblages like coral reefs can undergo rapid and 
irreversible changes of state. Rich worlds crucial to human and nonhuman 
flourishing can and do disappear. Things can be very gradual, and then boom— 
systems changes mutate life and death radically and suddenly. Understanding that 
in the tissues of our flesh seems to me really urgent (Haraway & Kenney 2015). 

 
Victoria Gray has developed a very particular performance practice, one that moves her to 

understand her own body through the tissues of its flesh. By proposing, like Haraway, that 

gradual and small changes can have huge effects on the systems they form part of, Gray 

sets in motion, minute and delicate adjustments to her own flesh at a cellular level that 

imply huge changes in consciousness, where mind can move matter.  

 

The Eastern philosophy of self-cultivation has many methodologies, but unlike the 

Western approach to philosophy which prioritises theory (theōria) over practice (prāxis), 

the Eastern approach insists that embodied practice will move the mind (Nagatomo 2012). 

Yuasa, who wrote extensively about the body-mind question in relation to Western and 
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Eastern philosophy110 recognised self-cultivation as common to all meditation methods, 

developed in order to correct the modality of one’s mind by correcting the modality of 

one’s body, and by which the meditator can reach a holistic perspective. Yuasa took the 

concept of unus mundus (one world) that Jung was to incorporate in his idea of the 

collective unconscious,111 to describe how, just as we share a physical world, we also 

share a spiritual or psychic world that is common to everyone (Nagamoto 2008, p.12). 

Connecting to this reservoir of images from the collective unconscious, is what Yuasa 

describes as ‘image-experiences’, as opposed to rationalistic thinking (Nagatomo 2012). 

This is a kind of apprehension that Yuasa identifies as ‘being in nature’112 where there is 

no, ‘I’ as such, and ‘being in’, is ‘syn’ – together with, rather than, ‘inter’ – between. This 

‘image thinking, is also experienced in improvisation, where physical experience can take 

the place of words or logical thought. This is an apprehensive knowledge that resides 

between conscious and unconscious layers of knowing. 

 

Victoria Gray - Ballast  
 

Such layers of knowing are actively looked for by Gray who has developed difficult-to-

define embodied thinking in her performance practice, in which her experience of the 

transformation of her physical body through conscious and unconscious processes can be 

understood as a kind of apprehension. In an interview in 2017 in Newcastle, Gray 

recounted to me her experience whilst making her performance entitled Ballast113, in which 

she attempted to apprehend and to change the physical structure of her body using a 

cellular consciousness. She described what she calls the preconscious, nonconscious 

state that she tries to tune into in her work, saying, 

 
What I’m interested in, in my work, is to try and tune into that ‘before action’, 
because I think that there are a lot of assumptions about what’s conscious and 
nonconscious, as if they are two separate planes of existence, when actually I 
think the two things are a continuum and we can tune into one or the other if we 

                                                
110 According to Yuasa, Western mind-body theories ask what ‘is’ the relationship between the mind and body. 

On the other hand, Eastern theories take the attitude of asking how the mind and body relationship 
‘develops’ or ‘changes’ through training and practice.  

111 The collective unconscious according to Jung, was a stratum of universal consciousness shared with all 
humans, that have been accumulated in an ancestral past and that ‘appears to consist of mythological 
motifs or primordial images,’. From The Structure of the Psyche, CW 8, par. 325.). 

112 Yuasa describes how we can transform the everyday standpoint of existence into an extraordinary 
standpoint by engaging in the practice of self-cultivation. He created four information circuits: (1) the 
external-sensory-motor circuit, (2) the circuit of coenesthesis comprised of kinesthesis and somesthesis, 
(3) the emotion-instinct circuit, and (4) the circuit of the unconscious quasi-body. Transformation happens 
when moving from the first circuit to the fourth circuit. He concludes that human beings are ‘beings-in-
nature’ in contrast to the Western philosophical perspective of ‘beings-outside-of-nature.’ 
http://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199945726.001.0001/oxfordhb-
9780199945726-e-29 Retrieved 12 June 2016. 

113 In an interview with Gray by skype on the 10 November 2017. 
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choose to. But what we don’t have are techniques to tune into that preconscious 
nonconscious; we don’t have techniques for apprehending. 

 

Barad understands matter similarly as an active participant in the worlds becoming, in its 

ongoing intra-activity. ‘Crucially, agency is a matter of intra-acting; it is an enactment, not 

something that someone or something has.’ (her italics) (Barad 2007, p.178). Barad 

describes this, stating, 

 
The intra-actively emergent parts of phenomena are co-constituted. Not only 
subjects but also objects are permeated through and through with their entangled 
kin; the other is not just in one's skin, but in one's bones, in one's belly, in one's 
heart, in one's nucleus, in one's past and future. (Barad 2007, p.393) 

 

For Gray, the border between self and other is porous while she is in the state of attention 

needed to make performance, her body dissolved into organs, muscles, fluids, fascia. She 

explains how this image thinking connected her to her body at a cellular level, saying, 
 

I was working on the glands of the female reproductive systems, specifically 
because, and I write about this in my PHD, my menstrual cycle just stopped. So, I 
thought, I want to try and see if, through this cellular consciousness and through 
attending to the glands and using them in a performance over and over again, if I 
can physically change my body through both the physical process of performing it 
but also this, almost mental process, of sending my consciousness into the glands 
at a really cellular level. How could I re-pattern my nervous system, could I alter 
something in my body, physically, with a kind of projected consciousness? 
 

In such an apprehensive state, where consciousness is focused on an inner space of 

cellular function, Gray experiences her body as existing within a complex, extensive 

network of other feeling bodies. She says, 

 
The body becomes like a receiver, or processor for all of these multiple, different 
kinds of energies, forms of consciousness, to the point where it would be 
impossible to say ‘this is my feeling’ or ‘this is the feeling of the person over there’, 
but that it’s coming from something else ,which is far more complicated, maybe, 
like networks, or a web of some kind.114 

 

Gray’s experience of her body as a receiver or processor of energy in a web of 

interconnected relationships, could be understood as being ‘in nature’, a holistic 

experience of life force that permeates every cell of her body.  

When reduced to the cellular, the separations between body and environment become 

difficult to define and matter is reduced to energy. In Daoism, this vital energy is called 

Chi, and is associated in ancient texts with mist, fog and moving clouds, Chi is the energy 

that runs through the human body along meridians or energy channels.  

                                                
114 In an interview with Denys Blacker in Newcastle as part of Flare 3, 2017. 
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It is in the food we eat and in the air we breathe. It animates nature, and is present even in 

intangible perceptions like intuition or foreboding (Khon 2015, p.18).  

In the Daoist text, the Secret of the Golden Flower, a deep meditative state is described 

as, ‘[I] try to find [my] body, but cannot find it’ (Nagatomo 2012). This energy, for Gray, can 

also have a deep interiority that even moves beyond the body. She says, 

 
I think we live in a world that’s really about energy and, I mean this is very 
personal, but I’m affected a lot by what I would call energy and have been for my 
entire life and only in the last two years I have really started to call it that and how 
that crosses over into experiences that might be classed as parapsychological or 
paraphenomenal. These are the kind of things that aren't talked about in society, 
so you don’t talk about them yourself, and so you think that it’s just you.  

 

 
Figure 27. Victoria Gray performing Ballast (2015). 4th Thessaloniki Performance Festival, Greece. 
Photographer: Dimitris Mermigas. Permission of the Artist. 

 

Although her attention is focused, much of what happens to Gray during Ballast is 

happening below the level of her conscious self, where she has a sense of transcending 

the restraints of the body. This can feel isolating, even distressing, when the experiences 

are parapsychological or paraphenomenal. Opening yourself to energy can be damaging, 

as Gray comments, 

 
If you train yourself in these techniques of opening up your senses and you 
become more and more porous to other energies, it is often assumed that it is a 
good thing in and of itself. And that to have empathy and to feel and to accept 
other people’s energy is always thought to be a good thing. But actually, it can also 
be quite damaging if you live very open and you aren’t able to control that.  
 

The matter of control is central here and is something that Gray strives to attain through 

her engagement with transformational body-mind practices. She questions too, at what 

point does performance art become something else, more akin to therapy or a spiritual 

communion than art? And what of the artist as facilitator/therapist? These are questions 

that require deeper thought, if we want to fully understand the work of artists like Gray, in 

which the transformation of self and other is an intrinsic part of the motivation for making 
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embodied performance art works. This is also linked to the role of training, that in this kind 

of work resonates more with spiritual self-development processes, than to training 

systems based on the perfection of an artistic language. This can be seen in the training 

exercises developed for this study which are detailed in Appendix I/3A. 

During the investigation, these exercises were practiced in order to enhance our 

capacities to sense each other, and they have been successfully incorporated into 

workshops that I have facilitated with other artists. This is a training that is not based on 

‘what’ is done so much as ‘how’ it is done. 

 

Some of these exercises, based on Eastern body-mind-spirit practices, have been 

developed to allow us to identify the experience of coherence, the rightness of how 

something feels. The concept of coherence is an essential factor in the maintaining of 

good health in Chinese medicine. Manifested in the human body by the acupuncture 

point, the Triple Warmer, coherence is maintained by a careful balance of the five 

elements; wood, fire, earth, air and water. These elements represent not only organs in 

the body, but also physical qualities and emotions. Health and well-being are seen in 

terms of how these elements are balanced in the body and the imbalances are expressed 

in terms of excess of deficiency. In the exercise The Elements that is detailed in Appendix 

I/3A, we attempt to maintain our awareness on the quality of an element. For example, 

one of the qualities of the element wood is impeccability, so the artist might try to use 

precise movements while making the action, to achieve clarity and simplicity. When the 

performed session is completed, the other artists in the group try to recognise which 

element was dominant in the action and consider whether it coincides with what the artist 

was trying to transmit. This exercise has proved very useful in helping us to become more 

aware of the underlying qualities in our actions and to recognise those qualities in the 

actions of others. It is also possible to try to understand which quality might be lacking, 

such as a lack of flow (a balanced quality of water) or a presence of anxiety (an imbalance 

of the quality of earth). This is also an example of the way the training itself has been 

integrated into the practice as a way of generating knowledge. Sensing the subtle 

qualities that are intrinsic in our actions can be transformational as we become more able 

to sense in ourselves and others, how coherence feels.  

 

The spiritual aspect of art has a huge potential, says Gray, but it is one that is not being 

talked about in the context of ‘serious’ performance art. Spretnak describes how the 

development of a ‘transcendent immateriality’ in art, has a particular affinity with Buddhist 

notions of interconnectivity and practices of self-realisation (Spretnak 2014, p.11). This 
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can be traced in the development of performance art as an ‘allusive spirituality’ that seeks 

to ‘jar our mundane consciousness out of its well-worn tracks’ (2014, p.125).  

Gray sees spirituality as something that can be found in such awakenings to everyday 

experiences: 

 
I think a lot of people come to performance for that reason, that it is a kind of 
spiritual experience. And I mean spirituality in a plural sense, because, especially 
in the world that we’re living in now, it seems that each individual person is trying 
to find techniques, quite unusual and quite idiosyncratic techniques to access what 
it means for them to have a spiritual practice. 

 

Gray described to me how this vital energy is set loose within her during her performance, 

Ballast, and how this can also happen in an unexpected and shocking way. She says,  

 
Even though it’s a really strong degree of focus and attention, and intention, and 
consciousness awareness, it’s still like I’ve been on this journey where I don’t 
know what happened. Like waking up from being anaesthetised or a dream. You 
have a sense of what happened, or an impression or a feeling of it, but it’s not 
processed in the performance and things happened that you didn’t expect, and 
you’ve been shocked by things that have happened or things that you’ve felt; lots 
of unexpected movements. The body has been moved around a lot, against its will 
sometimes, I think. 

 
This unexpected and uncontrollable aspect of her experiences in Ballast was unsettling 

and really challenging and has led Gray to think deeply about what she wants from her 

practice. Maybe she says, the kind of environment needed for this kind of sensitive work is 

safer when made within a trusting group situation, where there is less pressure to make a 

‘powerful’ performance and more opportunity to take risks without putting yourself at risk.  

Gray recognises how the communal aspect of living and working together as a group of  

women artists, that she experienced in the artists residency as part of FEM_16, can offer 

a secure context among caring bodies for the unpredictable to become an active element.  

 
The idea that, if there is no context we can, together, create our own context and  
make the practice of action art grow and transform itself is something I believe in. 
In this way the ‘making aspect’ is part of a process. Reflecting, observing, 
discussing, trying things, sharing, living life is what makes the ‘making of the work’ 
possible. 

 

Gray is not only an artist, she also actively creates contexts for the kinds of performance 

works I have looked at in this research. Together with Nathan Walker, she co-directs the 
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performance art organisation, OUI115 in York, England, that is committed to ‘developing the 

practice, discourse and education of performance art in the UK’. OUI operates within a 

huge network of small artist-run, independent, international performance art organisations, 

which are dedicated to supporting artists in creating their own contexts, outside of the 

mainstream art market.  

 

The community of artists that I am looking at, in which the co-constituted role of the 

individual, within their own practice, is situated within the group as community or society, 

has grown to become of central importance in the making, showing and sharing of the 

work. There is a desire to create symbiotic relationships that has driven many artists to 

create their own platforms and organisations for the sharing of the work and that can be 

seen in OUI, Bbeyond, PAErsch or in my own projects, Corpologia and FEM Festival. 

Corpologia116 was formed in 2011 as an open group for artists where, in regular meetings, 

participants have up to five minutes to make a performance. The location is itinerant and 

the artists change, although there is a core group of twenty members who are at almost 

every meeting. The publication of a paper print magazine which I edit with occasional 

volunteers, has been an important part of the way the group has evolved and mapped its 

own development. These are small, but influential, artist-run groups that offer a trusting 

and critical environment for the development of the kind of improvised performance art 

practice that doesn’t necessarily fit into the accepted circuits of art production.  

FEM is an International Performance Art Meeting, founded in 2004 by myself and Anet 

van de Elzen in Catalonia, Spain and now in its 17th edition. FEM fosters and promotes 

the work of women performance artists. These are little-studied organisations and one of 

the aims of this research is to bring this circuit to the attention of academics and artists. 

Some of them are listed in the appendices. These are significant altruistic organisations, 

whose generally unpaid labour is not often recognised by institutions. FEM and 

Corpologia form a local and international network of artists that has provided all of us as 

participants, with a critical and supportive framework in which to practice, that is outside of 

any institution and therefore free from the particular kind of external pressure or politics 

that they represent. 

                                                
115 OUI is ‘‘committed to developing the practice, discourse and education of performance art in the UK, 

choosing to self-organise outside of the mainstream art market and an increasingly privatised education 
sector. By considering OUI Performance as an engine for working alone together, we programme solo 
and collaborative works by artists with diverse approaches to performance art that t ranscend solely 
aesthetic concerns.’’ http://www.ouiperformance.org.uk/info Retrieved 2nd February 2016 Links to the 
enormous network of organisations OUI is part of can be seen here: 
http://www.ouiperformance.org.uk/links Retrieved 11 February 2018. 

116Corpologia is an independent and open group of people from many artistic disciplines who meet regularly to 
show their work, exchange ideas, opinions and importantly, to enjoy each other’s work and company. The 
group is open to anyone who is interested in exploring the themes of presence. 
http://corpologialiveart.blogspot.com.es/ Retrieved 30 December 2017 
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Creating a context for ourselves as artist/organisers is part of a conscious attempt to build 

politically active spaces for the articulation of specific kinds of relationships. I would 

speculate that maybe what these, reveal is not an existential artistic preoccupation with 

‘being-in-the-world’, but rather a desire to forge new ways of ‘being-for-each-other’ in what 

I call ‘porous generosity’. Being for the other is opening your space (mental, emotional, 

spiritual and material) to the possibility of intra-reciprocity, where personal gain is not the 

primary aim. Rather, it is in this spontaneous ethical sensing, making sense and becoming 

sensitised, that we are creating ways of resisting the numbing and demoralising effects of 

neoliberal politics. The interconnection that comes with global Capitalism places us all in 

the position of collaborating with a system that is damaging to us all. But  

in our small but accumulative gestures of intra-active engagement with the whole, I 

propose that we are articulating a new approach for surviving the contradictions and 

anxieties we live with, by asserting our desire to contribute to a creative and sustainable 

life-time through a practice of becoming, a spontaneous, flexible and response-able 

search for coherence. 

 

Conclusion 
 

The fundamental unity of life that Buddhism upholds and that is described in 

Paticcasamuppāda is something that can be experienced as an expanded state of 

consciousness, but is impossible to describe exactly, or to measure. The ineffable aspect 

of such experiences is felt by artists to be not only spiritual but also political. It is about 

what is acceptable to feel, sense and do. Gray finds ways in her performance practice to 

go underneath appearances and to connect to a less appreciated level of existence that 

she sees as atrophied or neglected. It is, for Gray, a political act to reconnect to these 

ways of sensing and making sense in her work in what Yuasa calls image experiences. 

It is in the political context of feeling, beyond the physical limitations of the body, that I 

understand a ‘greening of the self’ to include not only ecological considerations, but also 

the possibility of a political/spiritual/feminist approach to re-doing our world, a re-worlding 

as Haraway puts it, in which we ask ourselves, how we wish our world to be. 

 

This includes considering the communities of support that are necessary for such a shift in 

consciousness to take place, where those things that we are not supposed to feel and say 

can become articulated. Haraway points to the sense of proportion, where small changes 

in degree can become changes in kind. As Haraway describes, 
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All earthlings are kin in the deepest sense, and it is past time to practice better 
care of kinds-as-assemblages (not species one at a time). Kin is an assembling 
sort of word. All critters share a common ‘flesh,’ laterally, semiotically, and 
genealogically. Ancestors turn out to be very interesting strangers; kin are 
unfamiliar (outside what we thought was family or gens), uncanny, haunting, active 
(Haraway 2015). 

 

Developing possibilities for artists to live and work together actively, in such a trusting and 

safe environment is, I suggest, an important function of the all-woman group that we have 

been a part of during this research. We have been especially inspired by historic feminist 

art projects such as: the collaborative group Sister Seven117 formed by Monica Ross, 

Shirley Cameron, Evelyn Silver, Mary Michaels and Gillian Allnutt in 1981 in England and 

Women House,118 conceived by Judy Chicago and Miriam Schapiro in California in 1971. 

During the residencies at FEM Festival, we live on the same house, eating, drinking and 

working together. In this way we have been able to nurture an intra-active proximity, 

where such delicate works as Gray’s can be developed. While allowing for reflection, 

discussion and critical exchanges, it has been possible to generate a few degrees of 

change in the way we all understand our practice, that might signal a larger shift in 

accepted artistic values. 

 

Macy thinks that the progressive destruction of our planet, and the capacities we have to 

stop it, are to be understood as a function of our experience of time, where a disregard for 

the future runs counter to our biological systems and where the threat of total nuclear 

destruction creates a sense of biological severance (Macy 2007, p.171). But Macy 

suggests that in order to understand that the earth is actually a dimension of ourselves, 

we need to use ‘moral imagination’, in which it might be possible to break out of the 

temporal confine. Gray’s work can be understood in this sense as a kind of ethical 

imagining, that breaks through the confines of the temporal, but also through the self-

imposed confines of a body defined by the Capitalocene. Gray’s is a tentacular 

experience of body more appropriate to the Chthulucene, that Haraway describes as 

being made up of, ‘ongoing multispecies stories and practices of becoming-with, in times 

that remain at stake, in precarious times.’ It is in these precarious times ‘in which the world 

is not finished, and the sky has not fallen’ (Haraway 2016), that there is still room to find 

ways of becoming-with, where an individual’s response-ability to the whole, is not 

understood as an obligation, rather it is sensed and felt in ways that challenge the 

definitions of normality and offer ways of communing and communicating with nature. 

 
                                                
117 For more information about Sister Seven, Visit: http://www.monicaross.org/artworks/SisterSeven.html 

Accessed 2 October 2018 
118 For more information about Woman House, visit: http://www.womanhouse.net Accessed 2 October 2018 
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The research contributes to enhancing understanding of the dynamics of interconnection 

and affect in performance art, offering a window into working practices and experiences 

that are, by their nature, highly resistant to discursive analysis. 

 My purpose is to bring this important, yet little known area of practice to the attention of 

artists and academics and to contribute to the growing debate in the arts, science and 

parapsychology about the human ability to communicate beyond the limitations of the 

body.  
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2C 

CHAPTER 6 - VINCULAR MIND 

 
Figure 28. Ocells al Cap. We Were Waiting for You. Vane Gallery, Newcastle as part of FLARE III (2017). 
Photographer: Arto Polus. 
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The idea sometimes manifests itself in the ways artists creatively interact as 
collectives and collaboratives, holding back individual authorship (this requires 
great practice) and allowing ideas to co-arise that could not have ever come from 
one individual alone (Jacob 2004, p.168). 
 
 

Vincular Mind 
 

At the outset of this research in 2014, I invited a selected group of women artists to 

become part of Ocells al Cap (Birds in the Head). With this group, I proposed we would 

investigate the central ideas in my research about consciousness in relation to 

improvisation and performance art. We had already worked together as members of the 

performance collective Corpologia, that I had been coordinating since 2011. In these initial 

investigative meetings, we developed ways to try and let go of the usual control we 

exercise over our thoughts and actions and to allow the less conscious levels of our 

knowing to come to the surface. These exercises can be found in the appendices. By 

suggesting a way of communicating that goes beyond the normal cognition of the 

audience (as audio) or as the viewer (as visual), we wanted to explore the possibilities of 

a (syn)aesthetic re-entanglement of all the senses including those that might reach 

beyond the body and that would include the possibility of accessing sensed information 

from others or the environment, as in synchronicity or telepathy.  

 

This work together resulted in the performance, We Were Waiting for You, that presents 

the audience with the chance to become involved in the performance in which 

intercommunication can unfold without coercion, by personal choice. Anyone present, who 

has a question to ask, may take a seat as a silent interrogator. Their question is written 

down, but not shown to the performance group. The performance unfolds in response to 

this secret question, hidden from view until afterwards and only known to the person who 

asks it. The role of the performance artist as protagonist is substituted by that of the 

questioner where content and meaningfulness are given to the work by this particular 

person’s participation, by their particular question. The person who asks the question, 

may take notes if desired, a circumstantial testimonial, a style of writing that, by nature of 

its immediacy, comes close to automatic writing stream of consciousness. Another 

witness, from the performance group, makes notes in a similar mode. The question is only 

shared at the end of the performance if the person asking wishes to share it. Then the 

texts are read by both of the witnesses. This performance although structured, allows for a 

relaxing of conscious control while improvising, eliminating as it does the need to know 

what is going to happen. Artists only move when moved to move by an energy that 

emerges through the group.  
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Figure 29. Ocells al Cap. Group Improvisation. FEM_16 (2016). At La Carbonera, Bòlit Centre of 
Contemporary Art, Girona Spain. Photographer: Marta Vergonyós. ã Denys Blacker. 

 

The group research had begun as a proposal to engage with ideas and practices that 

might allow us to develop extra-sensory ways of perceiving and transmitting information in 

the group. Our aim was to investigate how this information might become available to us 

through techniques of improvisation and the practice of non-verbal communication in 

movement. Non-verbal communication has multiple sensorial modes; hearing, seeing 

touch, smell and taste, as well as kinaesthesia and synaesthesia. This also includes, 

according to Lipari, how attentive we are at picking up the many embodied signs of human 

communication; in the way we move, our expression, gesture, sound, or proximity (2014, 

p.51). Listening says Lipari depends on what we pay attention to. In the work with Ocells 

al Cap, we pay special attention to listening for signs that our communication might go 

beyond cognitive modes. This is noted in writing by observers who are looking for 

synchronous movements and underlying meanings. We attempt to identify the more 

difficult to define moments of felt or sensed harmony or connection between participants. 

These are shared by the group who would discuss the relevance or veracity of the notes.  

 
Figure 30. Mireia Zantop, Harriet Plewis, Laurel Carpenter, Victoria Gray. Empty-handed improvisation (2017) 
during Flare III, Northumbria University, Newcastle. Photographer: Arto Polus. ã Denys Blacker. 
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The emphasis from the beginning of this work, has been to think beyond our individual 

preferences or habitual ways of doing and thinking, in order to connect to a group process 

that might enable us to become connected to a ‘one-mind’, that we could imagine as 

joining us, thinking through us and deciding for us. This cooperation would enable a 

utilitarian and appropriate relationship to emerge in what Macy calls interweaving circuits 

of contingency (Macy 1991, p.xii), where ontology and epistemology are understood as 

constantly shaping each other. This transformational process was undertaken as an intra-

active engagement with each other, that was simultaneous and polymodal (Lipari 2014). 

By reaching into areas of knowing that are beyond the body and engaging with knowledge 

in mutual processes of becoming, we attempted to make performance, not only as 

individuals, but as an intra-connected community. This can be seen in the performance 

Pomps of the Subsoil (Figure 91), in which each individual artist prepared a work in 

secret. We then met at the venue and presented the individual performance works in the 

same space, simultaneously. The feedback from the artists can be seen in Appendix II/3B. 

 

This particular way of mutual listening and sensing, I have called Vincular Mind. This is a 

way of living together in a lifetime, that reflects ‘the qualitative and ontological 

interpenetration of all things with all other things’ (Bouratinos 2018b). Vinculum is a Latin 

word meaning ‘that which unites or bonds’ and in anatomy it refers to a connecting band 

of tissue, such as that joining a bone to a tendon. In my concept of Vincular Mind, there is 

an elastic sinuous bond that allows for individuals in all their distinctness to move 

together, think together, feel together – to sense and make sense. This is a mutual 

synergy, where each part is enhanced by summing their contributions with/to the other.  

Minds become joined together to create useful and flexible connections in which each 

individual, forms part of a group consciousness.  

 

The physician and biologist Ludwik Fleck (1896-1961), claimed that thinking is a collective 

activity, in which a community of persons adopt certain ways of perceiving and 

transforming in an interpersonal space where a thought style becomes characteristic of 

the ‘thought-collective’ (Sady 2018). Creating a thought-collective might allow us to let go, 

to a degree, of individual control in the creative process itself, and to rely upon our 

vincular bond to define what must be thought and done. The political aspects of this work 

and the implications of unified group thought, intention and presence, on such things as 

authorship, ownership and copyright, are profound. If we cannot be sure that our ideas 

and thoughts are entirely our own, rather that we are open to a transference of information 

that could cross-pollinate or contaminate them, then authorship becomes impossible to 
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determine. In Vincular Mind the extension of self to include other is something that 

requires attention and discipline. The practice of Vincular Mind can be understood as a 

way of strengthening individual possibilities, as well as building awareness of the extent to 

which we are psychically permeable. It can in this way be a way of protecting ourselves 

from unwanted intra-actions. 

 

Putting these ideas into practice requires a change of focus from the achievement of 

individual goals to common goals that are beneficial beyond the individual’s personal 

needs. In the research carried out with Ocells al Cap, our individual interest in obtaining 

the goal of intercommunication was very high and our enthusiasm meant that we met 

often to work thorough ideas directly in movement. It quickly became apparent, that any 

attempt at uniting our thought processes would require a lot of practice. Professor of 

Linguistics, Vera John Steiner recognises that, ‘the achievement of productive 

collaborations requires sustained time and effort. It requires the shaping of a shared 

language, the pleasures and risks of honest dialogue, and the search for a common 

ground’ (John-Steiner 2006). Within these kinds of processes, in order to establish a 

common ground, there is no method or single track; all tracks that lead us to a deep 

connection with the other are valid. This common ground, for us, was the transformational 

nature of the work, as well as the sense of friendship and community. The theatre director 

John Britton, identifies ‘spiritual growth, personal development, aesthetic innovation, 

cultural regeneration and political engagement’ as characteristics of those who elect to be 

part of an ensemble (Britton 2013, p.307). His technique, called Self with Others, is based 

on the principle of thinking, a psychophysical approach, using structured and unstructured 

improvisation to train performers within ensemble. These are temporary communities that 

Britton describes on his webpage as travelling a journey towards self-knowledge and 

mastery.119 

 

Although I recognise in Britton’s list, similarities between the artists in Ocells al Cap and a 

cross over in some of our training methods, I distinguish our work in Ocells al Cap from 

Britton’s work in ensemble in several ways. An important part of the motivation for Ocells 

al Cap, is our common desire to go beyond our sense of self and our single-minded goals. 

This is a space where self-mastery is replaced by not-knowing, and where the ‘master’ 

who teaches a group of students who learn, is replaced by the intersubjective discoveries 

of a self-adjusting matrixial group. Drawing on Bracha Ettinger’s psychoanalytical concept 

of the matrixial, in which woman is designated not as the Other but as co-emerging self 

                                                
119 The Ensemble Physical Theatre web page can be found at: 

https://ensemblephysicaltheatre.wordpress.com Retrieved 13 December 2017. 
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with m/Other, we, as an all-woman group, weave our multiplicity in psychic strings, awake 

to transformative potentialities. As Ettinger writes, 

 
The I and non-I are wit(h)nessing one another, and by that they become 
partialised, vulnerable and fragilised. The artist doesn’t build a defence against this 
fragility but freely embraces it. Transmissibility and transformative potentialities 
‘wake up’ to vibrate the virtual and real strings. Sensitivities are reattuned, 
unconscious imprints cross-inspire, traces are reaching one another beyond each 
one’s personal boundaries. Inspiring psychic strings covibrate and traces are 
stored in shareable threads. The matrixial psychic space concerns shareability and 
severality that evade the whole subject in self-identity, endless multiplicity, 
collective community and organized society (Ettinger 2005). 
 

In general, the artist who is improvising tries not to think about or to direct the action. They 

try to allow the movement to come with as little conscious intervention as possible. There 

is permission, in this stance, to let go of artistic intent as such and to allow the new 

solutions to erupt into actuality. Intention can be a powerful tool for focusing and 

connecting to ideas, but I am struck at times, by the way that the explicit intention of the 

artists can be totally different from what they actually perform. However, improvisation as 

a space that is free from intention is also a contentious idea. Artists can be preoccupied by 

underlying aesthetic and self-interested concerns that are not altogether conscious. 

Finding ways of freeing ourselves from the contamination of conscious and driven 

intention and allowing ourselves to be surprised by a deeper connection to consciousness 

is an aim in this work and in the works of many of the artists mentioned in this study. This 

is where I think that this particular kind of contingent performance art is drawing directly 

from Asian practices of self-realisation and self-awareness and can be considered, as 

such, in the context of spiritual practice. In this regard, Vincular Mind supposes that 

consciousness is non-local, that it can extend beyond the body and that communication 

does not rely entirely upon the cognitive senses. Vincular Mind links mind to 

consciousness like astrocytes link neurons. 

 

What the Mind Thinks the Heart Transmits – Knowing and Belief 
 

Such a non-localised consciousness is considered normal in many societies. In Japan, for 

example, the ability to transmit and receive non-verbal information is encouraged in a 

silent communication called Ishin Denshin, that translates as ‘what the mind thinks, the 

heart transmits’. Ishin Denshin relies on both parties having the skill to transmit and 

receive such images. This can be seen too in the Buddhist experience described as direct 

transmission, where spiritual teaching is passed from teacher to disciple, direct from 

consciousness to consciousness. In other cultures, too, this instinctual telepathic ability is 

an accepted part of human experience. Mauro Colleen in her book, Spiritual Telepathy 
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(2015), notes that the native priests of Hawaii, the Kahuna, believe that messages are 

sent from solar plexus to solar plexus, as a sticky, thin thread. The Australian aborigines 

maintain they have a soul or miwi that is located in the pit of the stomach and that can see 

and hear at a distance. The African Bushmen believe that all living creatures are 

connected by the belly button to a silver stream of energy along which telepathic 

messages are sent.  

When asked where in the body they sense from, most of the artists in this study signalled 

their chest and/or abdomen. Those who signalled the abdomen are confirming their 

experience of ‘gut feelings’, a visceral knowing, the capacity to receive and transmit 

information through the gut. In Taijiquan, there is a point that is located in the centre of the 

body, just below the navel that is referred to as dantien. Focusing breath on this point is 

thought to assist the function of the autonomous nervous system and to improve health 

and longevity. As Bunnag explains, 

 
Centeredness is not merely a notion but refers to the art of moving from what is 
called the dantian, the centre in the lower abdomen. All that we do in the Taiji is 
about expansion from that centre and returning there. Through this practice we 
can learn to be still in movement, to pause and return to silence, and eventually to 
act without tension and anxiety. 
 

Techniques for centring are taught in many disciplines, from martial arts and yoga to 

mindfulness and contact improvisation. Most techniques locate the centre at the same 

point, just below the navel that Bunnag describes. 

The gut has millions of neurons and acts like a second brain that can process information. 

Recent research into intuition has shown that there may be an actual neurobiological 

basis related to brain–gut interactions (Mayer 2011).  

Those artists who signal their heart might be sensing something that is called the heart-

brain. Scientist and Psychophysiologist, Rollin McCraty, has found evidence in his 

research, that consciousness arises not only in the brain, but also in the heart, since it has 

its own nervous system. As well as extensive neural connections with the body and the 

brain, the heart has a powerful electromagnetic field that is about sixty times stronger than 

the brain’s and that permeates all the cells in the body. Its magnetic energy is about five 

thousand times stronger than the brain’s and can be detected up to several feet away 

from the body (McCraty et al. 2009). This is something that is reflected too, in the Chinese 

character Xin, that is represented by a heart and is generally translated as heart-mind, 

conflating the cognitive and the affective, thinking and feeling. McCraty has discovered 

compelling evidence to show that intuition is linked to the heart, and possibly from beyond 

the body. He speculates, that the heart might act like an antenna, accessing information 

that surrounds the body but is beyond space and time. ‘As astounding as this may sound’ 

He states that, ‘there is compelling evidence from our study of the electrophysiology of 
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intuition that points in this direction’ (McCraty et al. 2009). McCraty draws on the principles 

of holographic theory, developed by David Bohm and Karl Pribram to describe how the 

body might be connected, via sensory perception, ‘to a field of energy that spectrally 

enfolds information about future events’ (McCraty et al. 2004). The evidence for this idea 

comes from rigorous experimental research looking at how the body might process 

information about future events before they actually happen, as described below. 
 
The study’s results provide astounding data showing that both the heart and brain 
appear to receive and respond to information about a future event. Even more 
tantalizing is the evidence that the heart appears to receive intuitive information 
before the brain. This suggests that the heart is directly coupled to a subtle 
energetic field of ambient information that surrounds the body, which, in turn, is 
entangled and interacts with the multiplicity of energy fields in which the body is 
embedded—including that of the quantum vacuum (McCraty et al. 2009). 

 
The artist Anita Ponton, in response to her participation in the research in FEM_16 in 

2016, brought up the problem of belief in relation to the telepathic improvisations we were 

making at the meeting. Ponton noted that, 

 
Standard forms of communication are well understood. What then of mind (and 
body) to mind (and body), without speech or explanation? Non-verbal, intuited 
communication is not solely the realm of spiritualists and god-botherers. But 
religion swiftly colonises such debates, because the element of belief, of knowing 
but without empirical evidence, creates uncertainty. And religions love nothing 
better than to exploit uncertainty. 
 

Such uncertainty can provoke angry scepticism, a sign for those who are undertaking this 

research that dogma and belief, rather than scientific curiosity are stirring deep fears. 

Questions of belief in science are dealt with by Rupert Sheldrake, in his book The Science 

Delusion, in which he describes how materialist science is held back by centuries old 

assumptions, grounded in a nineteenth century ideology, that have hardened into dogma 

(Sheldrake 2012, p.6). Sheldrake insists that questioning established beliefs, is not un-

scientific, but is in fact central to the scientific process. ‘Scientists’, writes Sheldrake, ‘are 

often dogmatic and prejudiced when confronted with things that go against their beliefs, 

and often use scepticism as a weapon, instead of a way to establish the truth. 

Radin has examined evidence from hundreds of experiments carried out by independent 

scientists over many years showing that supernormal human abilities not only exist, but 

that it is possible to improve them through training. Radin is one of many scientists who 

are working to challenge the current materialist scientific paradigm. If these supernormal 

abilities are real, as his research suggests, then some of the foundational beliefs of 

science are false. Radin writes that ‘unexamined assumptions in science can lead to 

problems when we’re trying to understand the nature of reality and what is likely to be true 

or not true’. Despite the huge amount of evidence that consistently shows how we are 
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able to communicate across time/space by means which are not as yet clear, many 

scientists for whatever their reasons, refuse to accept this as valid research, or to consider 

its wide-ranging implications.  

During this investigation, artists have imagined how this communication might work. 

Returning to Ponton’s feedback after FEM_16, she likened mind-to-mind communication 

as quivering strands of data, writing, 
 
If we are connected to each other (we are) and there are billions of us, all of the 
billions upon billions of connections create a kind of vast neural network, a 
macrocosmic version of the thought processes in a single brain. If we can tune into 
those strands of feelings/thoughts, into those quivering strands of data, then we 
can know those thoughts or ideas; the data can be shared. As such, the future 
could be entirely knowable, with the inevitability of mathematics.’  

 

Wu-wei and Ziran – Not-knowing 
 

In further consideration of these ideas about embodied knowing, I have examined in this 

study, the importance of not-knowing and not-doing that artists have expressed as a vital 

part of the skill of improvisation and that has come to be an important consideration in the 

group work. The Daoist state of consciousness called Wu-wei, is sometimes translated as 

‘doing nothing’ or ‘non-action’ and I will discuss how this has helped us to articulate the 

sometimes-contradictory experiences in improvisation, in which it is not possible to ‘try’ to 

do it. During this research, the series of exercises that we developed for our group 

training, was influenced directly by my practice of Taijiquan and by the work of Tew 

Bunnag,120 renowned Taijiquan teacher and author, in whose class I began to practice 

Taijiquan in the UK in 1981. He has helped me to understand how Wu-wei might be 

applied to contemporary performance art practice. His recent engagement with secular 

spiritual care in death and dying is innovative,121 and some of our preparatory exercises 

come directly from this work. In particular, the practice of the Six Healing Sounds (See 

appendix I/3A) proved to be a potent and effective way of developing feelings of trust and 

group cohesion. This and other exercises are detailed in Appendix I/3A. 

                                                
120 Tew Bunnag was Born in Bangkok, Thailand in 1947 and educated in Britain, he has developed his own 

unique way of working, which while rooted in traditional Buddhist and Daoist body/mind practices, is 
adapted for Western practitioners in order to make it relevant to life in the 21st century with all its 
complications and pressures. His particular application of eastern practices to modern-day life is deeply 
rooted in his own understanding of having lived his life between the East and the West. 

121 Together with a group of health professionals, Bunnag is cofounder of Vinyana, a non-profit making 
association in Spain that offers secular spiritual care, in the process of death and dying. It also trains 
professional and volunteers for accompanying the dying. For more information visit: 
http://www.vinyana.org Retrieved 11 February 2018. 
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Figure 31. Denys Blacker leading the practice of The Six Healing Sounds at Flare III (2017) in Vane Gallery, 
Newcastle. Photographer: Arto Polus. ã Denys Blacker. 

 

During this investigation, I discussed with Bunnag, the Daoist principles that underlie his 

work, to see how they how they might inform our research. In an interview with him in 

2016,122 he told me why he sees the pre-Buddhist tradition of Daoism to be still relevant 

today, saying, 
 
The original teachings which come through the Daodejing, Laozi, Zhuangzi, 
Huainanzi, are more relevant than they’ve ever been for several reasons. One is 
that it’s a philosophy and not a religion and I think we are getting to the point 
where we’re beyond structured religion and belief systems which have churches 
and popes and abbots and patriarchs and so on. In the search for spirituality 
outside of structure there is something wonderful in the Daoist teaching, which 
also satisfies our yearning to find our place in nature. Daoist teaching is very much 
about our harmony with our environment, with this planet on which we live, these 
elements that we experience on a daily basis and in our own bodies. 
 

In early Chinese thought, understanding is not an abstract gaze, it is fundamentally 

performative, involving embodied disciplines such as Taijiquan, the practice of which, is 

seen as effectively restructuring perceptions, and importantly human values (Slingerland 

2003, p.4). This correlates with recent research showing how meditation can cause an 

increase in grey matter, and an enlargement of areas of the brain associated with 

sustained attention, self-control, compassion and interoceptive perception (Hernández et 

al. 2016).123 

 

The idea of ‘a perfect act’, contrasts with the Western idea of perfect knowledge as an  

external objective idea (Slingerland 2003). The culmination of knowledge is rather an 

‘ability to move through the world and human society in a manner that is completely 

spontaneous and yet fully in harmony with the normative order of the natural and human 
                                                
122 I conducted this interview in Madremanya Spain in 2016. 
123 Interoceptive perception is the awareness of what is going on in our bodies, our sense of body ownership, 

that relates to the sensory nerve cells in the thorax, abdomen, pelvic organs, and the cardiovascular 
system.  
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worlds – Dao or Way’ (2003, p.4). Dao is the natural flow of things, ’a leading forth’, ‘way 

making’ or ‘moving ahead in the world’ (2004, pp.57–58) and to follow Dao brings 

harmony, which for Bunnag is dependent on an ability to listen with the whole body. He 

says,  

 
The Dao is The Flow of Things, The Way, and so I think it’s very relevant all these 
teachings of how not to go against nature, but to go with nature, to listen. This 
whole notion of listening, of listening to our bodies of listening to ourselves and 
listening to nature and how to try and be in harmony, to try and be in 
communication with one another to try and understand the true nature and beauty 
of things.’ 
 

Harmony or ‘he’, in the context of Daoist thought, has a culinary etymology, referring to 

the integrity of each ingredient and its integration into a larger whole (Ames & Hall 2004, 

p.61). As such, harmony is not a negation of pluralism as Chantal Mouffe, the political 

theorist has argued (Mouffe et al. 1996), but a coherence felt from within.  

 

Practitioners of the Dao can achieve this harmony or coherence by literally changing their 

bodies and minds through disciplined, embodied training. The attainment of Wu-wei,124 is 

discussed in depth by Edward Slingerland in his seminal book, Effortless Action (2003), as 

‘a central spiritual ideal and philosophical problematique’ that played an important role in 

the development of Chinese religion, ‘in which Heaven, the Way, Wu-wei and Virtue are 

intimately linked to one another’’ (Slingerland 2003, p.9). The spiritual aim of Wu-wei is to 

become a fully realised human being, able to embody the Dao in all one’s actions, and as 

such, it is a practice of self-cultivation (Slingerland 2003, p.9). Wu-wei is often translated 

as ‘doing nothing’ or ‘non-action’ but translates literally as ‘in the absence of/without doing 

exertion’. It has been described by the China scholars Ames and Hall as ‘the absence of 

any course of action that interferes, with the particular focus’ (Ames & Hall 2004, p.39). 

Slingerland describes how in Wu-wei, ‘actions flow freely and instantly from one’s 

spontaneous inclinations. Ames and Hall write that, ‘actions uncompromised by stored 

knowledge or ingrained habits are relatively unmediated: they are accommodating and 

spontaneous’. However, Wu-wei is not mindless behaviour, rather it is understood as 

springing from ‘embodied mind’. Wu-wei is an achieved state, and the paradox of Wu-wei 

is that it is achieved by trying hard not to try. 

 

 

                                                
124 Slingerland distinguishes the two broadly different approaches to the ways Wu-wei are developed in 

Chinese texts. Firstly, in what he calls, self-cultivation internalism found in texts by Mencius, Zhuangzi and 
Laozi, that claim we are already good and just need to allow this potential to develop. And secondly in 
texts by Xunzi and in the Analects in self-realisation externalism, that claims we cannot attain Wu-wei 
alone, but need to follow an intense training of traditional external forms. 
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The exploration of Wu-wei has been of great importance in the work with Ocells al Cap in 

our investigation of improvisation, giving us a rich metaphorical context for developing 

ways of letting go of a particular focus or aim in order to explore spontaneity and 

coherence in improvised movement. Not-knowing and not-doing are often mentioned by 

the artists I have interviewed as ways of accessing information in improvisation. This 

corresponds to what Slingerland calls the effortlessness or lack of exertion that Wu-wei 

can be a metaphor for as well. Bunnag describes this as an emptying out of self, saying, 
 
Wu is the sense of transcendent reality, the sense of spaciousness. It also means 
no, no in the sense of - the ego doesn’t get in the way. This sense of letting go, of 
letting yourself be spacious so that the universe can come in. So, it doesn’t mean 
no in the sense of not doing anything, rather no in the sense of the absence of 
trying and effort and ambition and duality. 
 

These kinds of actions are referred to in Daoism as Ziran, spontaneous and self-soing, 

that Slingerland calls ‘things as they are’ (Slingerland 2003, p.78) or literally, ‘so-of-itself’ 

(Slingerland 2003, p.34). This is the spontaneous unfolding of events, that can happen 

when free from interference, and it is considered the highest form of objectivity in Daoism, 

when one’s embodied mind conforms to something larger than the individual (2003, p.8). 

Bunnag explains,  

 
In Daoism we have the teaching of Ziran, that is completely impossible to 
translate, but it talks of spontaneity, but a kind of spontaneity that comes from a lot 
of discipline. So, for example, a calligrapher does one stroke a thousand times but 
then when he comes to do this stroke, the stroke, he’s totally spontaneous. But 
that spontaneity implies a whole discipline that you’ve already done. This is 
alluded to very much in the Daoist texts as a cook or a carver of wood or 
somebody who has a skill. It’s not just spontaneity, it’s also authenticity, being fully 
oneself. 

 

Silencing the constant narrative that we engage in when we are together as a group and 

stopping the automatic responses that take over when awareness drops away are two of 

the main challenges here. In our endeavour to allow the deeper, less conscious layers of 

knowing move the body without trying is not easy. To obtain Ziran, a non-assertive action 

that while spontaneous is not meaningless or random, requires a lot of practice and is 

very hard to describe even when you have felt it. Ada Vilaró commented after one of the 

workshops in 2015, 
 
At times, I move to the rational and to a pattern of doing, where I mistakenly think 
that reason will give me the solution, and then I get stressed, but when I can 
connect to this other way, I relax, and I open myself to an infinite space, where all 
is possible. It opens possibilities and breaks down the walls of my old patterns.  
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For Lesley Yendell, not-knowing is not an easy state to reach and trying not to try is not an 
easy task. She writes,  
 

I suppose the first thing I’m trying not to do is to think and for myself; I’m trying to 
feel, and I suppose that’s with all of my body. But I’m also watching and I’m trying 
to be really aware of what other people are doing, but I’m not always successful at 
it. 
 

Yendell is expressing her difficulty in simultaneously retaining proximity awareness 

towards others. The attention needed requires practice and attention. 

Victoria Gray suggests that to develop this kind of pre-conscious perception is a political 

activity, a way of preparing yourself for the world. She describes this to me in an interview 

in 2017,125 

 
So, for me, in performance to draw attention to the senses that are lesser used, 
felt like a political thing, because it was bringing something to the fore that was 
otherwise pushed into this realm of unconscious, non-conscious, pre-conscious, 
when, actually, those things are there for the taking, it’s just how we access them. 
And I do think that finding techniques to do that is a political thing, that is kind of 
activism. It becomes political to train that. It’s like another kind of training, of how 
do you prepare yourself for the world? 

 
There is a political aspect too, in early Daoist texts written as they were during the Warring 

period in China. Searching for ways to address both the violence and the political 

corruption, the texts pondered how a better life might be possible. 

Furthermore, Bunnag explained to me how this is also an ethical issue, saying, 
 
Accessing this type of consciousness leads us naturally into actions which are 
connected ethically to the actions of others and to the world. As such we can now 
allow ourselves to call it ‘right action’. In Daoism this would be called ‘de’, often 
translated as Virtue, but it’s not from the moralistic point of view, rather from the 
existential aspect when our actions are truly coherent. 

 
These ideas have informed and aided us to find a way of cultivating both spontaneity and 

attention to the other. It has given us a context from which to discuss the possibilities of 

‘forging a new way forward’ and what it might mean to develop knowing from a basis of 

not-knowing. 

 

Coherence - From Oracular to Vincular 
 

Oracular shrines were common in Ancient Greece, and the most well-known oracle was at 

Delphi, where, at the Temple of Apollo the High Priestess called Pythia, practiced an 

inspired form of prophesizing and divination. The Pythia, seated on a three-legged stool or 

tripod would enter into a trance, speaking in frenzied gibberish, that her priests would 
                                                
125 Interview with Victoria Gray in York, UK as part of Flare 3. 



 

 
123 

interpret, speaking in hexameters for the supplicant. An earlier prophetess in the Ancient 

World was Sibyl, whose origins are to be found in her Phrygian name; Mata Kubeleya or 

Mother Kubeleya. In Rome she was Magna Mater or the Great Mother. Heraclitus, 

according to Plutarch said that ‘the oracle neither conceals, nor reveals, but indicates’ 

(Heraclitus in Plutarch, Moralia 404D). 

 
Figure 32. Ocells al Cap performing We Were Waiting for You at Flare III (2017) at Vane Gallery, Newcastle. 
Photographer: Arto Polus. ã Denys Blacker. 

 

The development of the performance entitled, We Were Waiting for You, drew initially on 

the oracular as an inspiration for the work and as a way of engaging with the art of 

divination or the reading of signs. But we rapidly recognised that the oracular depends on 

acts of orating and verbal expression, something that we were hardly doing, making no 

use of verbal narrative. In the work, We Were Waiting for You, we were not attempting to 

become seers as such, but rather to act as portals through which information can pass, 

connecting the answer to the questioner. I visualise this as opening ourselves to become 

the door and space that Cixous has described, through which we could be alive to the 

possibility of an apparition of something, as yet not seen or understood, through a portal 

to another time/space in which there are no dualities and in which all information might be 

enfolded. I propose that in the relationships and entanglements of Vincular Mind, we 

develop meaningful joinings, not compromised or forced. They are psychic threads that 

bind and animate, articulate, tie and flex, offering us leverage, counterbalance, elasticity 

and suppleness. We are literally articulating these psychic joinings with our bones, joints, 

fascia and cells. We are communicating through the neurons in our gut and our heart, 

through the astrocytes in our brains and by some other mysterious form this all moves 

beyond the body.  

 

In the work, We Were waiting for You, we opened ourselves, as a group, to the possibility 

of accessing information from a future space, a joined space, in the answering of a 

question we didn’t yet know. This allowed us to let go of our effort to create content or 
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direct our action and opened up a way of permitting ourselves to work directly with the 

concepts of Wu-wei and ziran. By listening with the body, we enable meaning to arise 

from this invisible but sensed communication. We do not claim to be clairvoyant or to be 

offering solutions to the question. Rather, we allowed for vincular mind to operate. By 

loosening the hold of mind, we allow the body, heart, guts to know. The body is not just a 

physical encasing for the mind; it is a symbolic and potent tool of communication beyond 

the limits of the flesh. It is impossible to disentangle the consciousness of each person 

from the others in the group and even beyond the group. This non-localised experience of 

consciousness is at the roots of Daoist thought that can be traced to the Yìjīng. As 

Bunnag explains, 

 
When we talk of Daoism, it’s all rooted in something far more ancient than that, 
which is the Yìjīng. The Yìjīng is very intriguing to people who are investigating 
consciousness, chance, non-localised consciousness and the relationship that we 
all have as a collective in this collective continuum of consciousness and how 
perhaps we can communicate with a transcendent consciousness, how it’s 
possible to do that. 
 

In such divinatory enquiring, information might be perceived from dreams, visions, in the 

patterns on a burnt tortoise shell, such as in the ancient Chinese practice of consulting the 

Yìjīng. In divination techniques, the key moment is observed and understood not only as a 

valid way of investigating reality, but a way to access information that otherwise would 

remain obscured by our logical thinking processes. The possibility of seeing or feeling the 

future is considered in this worldview and is at the heart of Yìjīng, in which divination is 

understood as a kind of cognition that relies upon an unconscious intuitive relationship 

between self as a human being and the here and now of being in the world (Yasuo 2008, 

p.79). This kind of divinatory interchange can be seen as a sign of our connection to the 

intra-connective fields consciousness that have been proposed by Sheldrake, Jahn and 

Dunne, and Mossbridge among several others. Many contemporary artists have 

investigated the Yìjīng in their practices, notably John Cage, but also Ferrer as discussed 

in Chapter One/1A. The influential and respected Scottish performance artist, Alastair 

Maclennan, described to me exactly how important the Yìjīng is to his personal practice 

and how he often uses the Yìjīng to make decisions about the work that would avoid his 

personal likes or dislikes, and preconditioned ideas. 

 
In planning the work for myself, as an individual, I would often utilise the Yìjīng, 
because one can see a whole range of different possible permutations of how to 
deal even with a certain theme, so rather than agonise, ‘Will I do it this way or that 
way?’. Sometimes I programme chance, I found it useful, because you might come 
up with a solution that if you were to think in terms of one’s own likes and dislikes, 
one wouldn’t necessarily choose. But I have found it useful to challenge one’s own 
values. 
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Conclusion 
 

The kind of experimentation, that is undertaken in the group works described in this 

chapter, is about removing the possibility of spectacle and developing a way to undermine 

personal expectations and intentions in order to rediscover, through acts and gestures, the 

possibility for embodying the right action. The character of the work and the way it lives in 

the world through others, is an ‘organisation and expression of that pattern we call self’ 

(Macy 1991, p.206), when intentions become reciprocal actions of interdependence and 

Co-Arising. Here, I believe, this way of working as a group, touches on deep questions 

about how we know and how we feel about inter- communicating. How much of what we 

communicate is actually perceptible and how much of our communication relies upon 

invisible and imperceptible means? 

I note here, that most of the performances that I have investigated in this study are made 

in silence or with few spoken words. In attempting to contact subliminal and unconscious 

areas of knowing, these artists prefer to steer away from narrative and verbal expression. 

The attention necessary to silence the inner mind requires an outer silencing. Words 

become a distraction from the attention needed to contact such inner information. 

 

During the disciplined training we embarked on together, drawing on the concepts of Wu-

wei and Ziran, we were able to discuss and to find our own way of describing the intra-

active connections that we were building through the practice. Radin writes that, ‘reality is 

woven from strange, ‘holistic’ threads that aren't located precisely in space or time. Tug on 

a dangling loose end from this fabric of reality, and the whole cloth twitches, instantly, 

throughout all space and time’ (Radin 2009a). Einstein called this ‘Spooky action at a 

distance’, and the Chinese have a saying that translates, ‘If you tug on one grass root, you 

get the whole meadow.’ 
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FINAL CONCLUSIONS 

 
 
Ultimately three things matter: (1) that we keep systems and minds open; (2) that 
in fragmenting and abstracting nature we never lose sight of its oneness; (3) that 
what we count doesn’t dictate for us what counts (Basios & Bouratinos 2006). 

 

 

In the course of this research, completely new and unexpected directions emerged in my 

solo performance work and I have travelled on an amazing journey during which I have 

come to understand my own practice as situated within a very specific group of 

practitioners. This led me to create the research group Ocells al Cap, with whom I have 

developed this unique investigation, looking into the subtle and difficult to define areas of 

subjective sensing. 

 

A desire to align the performative concerns within academic environments was made 

possible by the serendipitous meeting with two of my peers, Helen Collard and Harriet 

Plewis and in the discovery of numerous cross-overs in our research. This inspired us to 

co-create the research group, Forum for Live Art Research and Education (FLARE) at 

Northumbria University (Appendix I/3A and II/3B). Through this platform, we were able to 

forge new ways for connecting the two strands of our research; the performative 

embodied work and the theoretical analysis and writing. A central function of this platform 

was to offer ways in which we might integrate intuitive and sensed ways of knowing into 

research practices, and effectively open this process to a wider public. FLARE proved to 

be a very productive and stimulating project with many attendees and participants and an 

important point of dissemination for our research.  

 

Ocells al Cap and FLARE are distinct but complementary research groups that have life 

beyond the thesis in the continued collaborations between the participants in the U.K. and 

in Spain. This also involves other organisations, particularly the Women’s Cultural Centre 

la Bonne and the Antoni Tàpies Foundation in Barcelona, Spain where further events are 

planned for 2019. 

 

This research has had an impact in Universities in the UK and in Spain, and importantly 

beyond the field of performance art in such events as The International Congress on 

Death and Dying in the University Hospital of Elche, Spain, at which I presented an 

interactive performance in 2016. The research has also been disseminated in symposia, 

conferences, festivals, workshops and exhibitions in England, Northern Ireland, Poland, 

Spain and Ukraine. These activities are documented in Appendix III/3C.  
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The investigation culminated in a retrospective exhibition of my work in Girona, Spain in 

2018, in which an extensive programme of activities was widely publicised, attracting a 

diverse audience and media attention. The documentation can be seen in Appendix 

III/3C. By carrying out the research in both Spain and the UK, I have been able to facilitate 

a dynamic international exchange of artists and academics that continues to be productive 

as an ongoing exchange between the participating artists and academics and that has 

given rise to the planning of new projects and publications for 2019.  

 

Spiritualists 
 

Important to the contextualisation of this thesis has been the search for historical 

antecedents of the kind of performance art works that are focused upon in this 

investigation. In this search I have identified a little-examined historical line from 

contemporary female performance art practitioners to the female spiritualists at the fin de 

siècle. The popular version of performance art history often begins with the Futurists and 

although this association might ring true for some, I have never felt represented by it. The 

Futurists were mostly men; bombastic, impressed by war and machinery, scornful of 

women. The women artists who were associated with them, like Valentine de Saint-Point 

or Mina Loy, were in the end far more influenced by their contact with the Spiritualists and 

the Theosophists than by the Futurists and this is visible in their work (Figure 18). They 

were even driven to respond to the Futurist Manifesto with Feminist manifestos of their 

own.126 The Spiritualist movement attracted many women from all 7classes, and I propose 

that their performative acts of engagement with the occult were early precursors of the 

performance improvisation that I have investigated in this research. Consider this account 

of one such séance, where the successful and popular medium Florence Cook 

channelled, for the last time, the spirit of Katie King at an emotional farewell séance on 21 

May 1874; 

 
All the sitters in the circle clustered closely round her. Katie asked Mr Tapp to take 
the bouquet to pieces and lay the flowers out before her on the floor. She then sat 
down, Eastern fashion and asked all to draw round her, which was done, most of 
those present sitting on the floor at her feet. She then divided the flowers into 
bunches for each, tying them up with blue ribbon. Katie then took a pair of scissors 
and cut off a quantity of her hair, giving everybody present a liberal portion. She 
then took the arm of Mr Crookes and walked all around the room, shaking hands 

                                                
126 Valentine de Saint Point wrote her Manifesto of the Futurist Woman in 1912 in response to Marinetti’s 

Founding Manifesto of Futurism. For the full translation visit: 
https://www.italianfuturism.org/manifestos/the-manifesto-of-futurist-woman/ 

 She went on to write the Futurist Manifesto of Lust. For the full translation visit: 
https://www.italianfuturism.org/manifestos/manifestolust/ 

 Mina Loy wrote Feminist Manifesto in 1914. For the full translation visit: 
https://oncomouse.github.io/loy/feminist.html Retrieved 12 March 2017. 
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with each. She again sat down and distributed some of her hair and also cut off 
and presented several pieces of her robe and veil. After she had thus cut several 
great holes in her dress, as she sat between Mr Crookes and Mr Tapp, she was 
asked if she could mend it as she had done on other occasions. She then held up 
a dilapidated portion in a good light, gave it one flap and it was instantly as perfect 
as at first (Owen 1989, p.55). 

 

The performative nature of the séance has surely left its mark on performance art 

practice, particularly of that by women. I suggest that a review of the accepted canon of 

historical lineage in performance art is necessary; one that takes account not only the 

influence of Spiritualism, but also the important work of lesser known female artists who 

have engaged with aspects of emotion, anomaly and affect. I have revealed, that despite 

the difficulties of working in these subjective areas of experience, many artists continue to 

be interested in the complexity of the embodied experience of spirit, energy and 

interconnection, including, Arsem, Gray, Johnston, Peake and Santamaría, among many 

others. Academics such as Blackman, Lipari and Macy, are currently addressing the 

norms of subjective experience, validating ways of knowing and subjectivities that have 

often been classified as unreliable. I have revealed in this research, that artists feel 

themselves to have a capacity for ‘seeing’ and ‘sensing’ that extends beyond the range of 

their normal senses, even extending to other lives, species and environments and across 

time and space. The accumulation of research I have gathered, analysed and shared, of 

first-hand accounts of artists’ subjective experiences, indicates to me the need for a re-

examination of the frontiers between the artistic, the political, the ecological and the 

spiritual in performance art practice. 

 

Reflecting upon the idea of belief as validation, I have noted that the mediums in the 

Spiritualist Movement, at the fin de siècle, were subject to the violent, sceptical scrutiny of 

a male, scientific gaze. Science is now showing us growing evidence of our ability to 

communicate beyond the limitations of the body, in research carried out by reputable 

scientists and writers as well as in on-going investigations in many major institutions.127 

 

 

                                                
127 There are many organisations currently engaged in the study of psi. These include the Rhine Research 

Centre at Duke University, Durham, North Carolina, The Laboratory for Advances in Consciousness 
(LACH) at the University of Arizona, The Psychical Research Foundation, the Theoretical and Applied 
Neurocausality Laboratory, U.C. Santa Barbara and the Windbridge Research Centre in Tucson, Arizona.  
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Improvisation and telepathy.  
 

Artists in this study have explained to me how they have been able to access information 

in improvisation that appears to them through the body in action, before it enters into 

mental consciousness. This I have described as, ‘the sensitive body stepping lightly 

towards the future’, a state of being that allows the intra-active space between body and 

world, self and other, to come alive. As such, I liken this kind of improvisation to telepathy, 

in which intra-communication appears to overcome the confines of time and space. 

Physical and psychical sensing take the place of words or logical thought and the 

synchronicities that can emerge are evidence of the complexity of the interlocking patterns 

of action and meaning that dance between the participants. 

 

Improvisation has been described by the artists in this research as a technique for 

accessing an apprehensive knowledge that resides between conscious and unconscious 

layers of knowing. In what I describe as empty-handed improvisation, artists enter into an 

intra-connected space in which communication functions beyond the scope of the normal 

cognitive senses. This is a state of attention that I liken to the Daoist concept of Wu-wei, 

where self is seen as a container that must be emptied out before becoming truly 

conscious. This can only be achieved by a kind of action in which there is no effort. The 

unselfconsciousness that is felt in the wu of emptiness or nothingness, is not a passive 

state. It is the heightened attention of potentiality, in which all possible action is tenuously 

imminent. It is the widening of focus to include those things we cannot see or hear. It is 

not a philosophical concept, rather a lived and embodied process of becoming that brings 

us knowledge from areas of consciousness that are beyond logical thought modes.  

 

This is a way of sensing that I have identified in this research and that I suggest is 

common to the artists in this study. When asked the question from where in the body they 

felt the ability to sense beyond the cognitive senses, nearly every artists’ response was to 

gesture with their hands towards the heart or the belly. Artists frequently report that during 

heightened moments of attention during improvisation, their centre of perception is linked 

to the heart and the gut and not to the eyes or ears. Recent research has shown that 

there are extensive networks of neurons around the heart or ‘heart brain’ as well as in the 

intestines or ‘second brain’. Research being carried out by the HeartMath Institute has 

shown the importance to health of the coherence established in a two-way dialogue 

between the heart and the brain (McCraty et al. 2009). I have found that the artists in this 

study use holistic sensing processes in improvisation that come from a visceral and heart-

felt knowing that need to be experienced to be understood. 
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By defining this kind of improvisation as telepathic, I am placing the performance works in 

this study in a fertile discursive space between science and art. I propose that the artists 

in this study do in fact experience psi, in the form of a kind of presentiment or 

precognition. This is increasingly an interesting area of hybrid research, especially if we 

consider the current development of mediated or synthetic forms of telepathy that 

globalised companies like Google and Facebook are investing in. These technologies of 

interconnection, they state, will revolutionise the way we communicate. The implications of 

such invasive mind-reading technologies, are at best ambiguous, requiring an urgent, 

ethical evaluation of the possible threat to our minds, well-being and privacy.  

 

In this context, my thesis brings to the fore the possibility that artists who have developed 

a high degree of psychic and physical sensitivity, might be considered as having evolved 

valuable practices that could play a role in counterbalancing the further erosion of our 

freedom that synthetic telepathy might suppose. The investigative science that I have 

mentioned has provided evidence of the actual effect of our thoughts and feelings on 

individual and collective realities. This confirms what many artists have felt their whole 

lives, that we are interconnected in ways that we cannot explain, and that science is only 

just beginning to understand. 

 

These acts of telepathy touch on many areas of our intra-connected lives that feminist 

scholars such as Barad, Haraway, and environmentalists or eco-feminists128 like Klein or 

Macy, all coincide on; that global inter-connectivity is central to our contemporary 

understanding of the world and a key to the way we might engage with a more sustainable 

and less violent future. Be it by political activism, academic philosophising or artistic 

production, these women insist that embodied action is the way to execute change, and 

by understanding our complex bonds with others, not only as humans, but as kin. 

Haraway states, 

 
I think that the stretch and recomposition of kin are allowed by the fact that all 
earthlings are kin in the deepest sense, and it is past time to practice better care of 
kinds-as-assemblages (not species one at a time). Kin is an assembling sort of 
word. All critters share a common ‘flesh,’ laterally, semiotically and genealogically. 
Ancestors turn out to be very interesting strangers; kin are unfamiliar (outside what 
we thought was family or gens), uncanny, hauntings (Haraway 2015). 

 

 

                                                
128 Naomi Klein notes that women more than men are active in the environmental movement stating, ‘the 

prominent role played by women, who often dominate the front lines, providing not only powerful moral 
leadership but also some of the movements’ most enduring iconography’ (Klein 2015, p.303). 
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Being interconnected in the world though, doesn’t make us all equal, and Butler asks, 

‘how does one lead a life when not all life processes that make up a life can be led?’ 

(Butler 2015, p.196). Butler understands the question, ‘How am I to lead a good life?’, as 

an elementary issue of morality, and as such, bound up with the biopolitical business of 

whose lives matters. This question, she says, becomes acute for someone whose life 

does not matter, those who live a social death. The important aspiration of how to live a 

good life is connected with other living beings and as such, not something that I can 

decide on my own. How to live a good life requires the kind of critical reflection that might 

be unthinkable for those who live in conditions of hopelessness. It also depends on having 

the power to lead your life (2015, p.200). This must, in a sustainable future, include a 

long-term vision of the place of technology in our lives and a planetary awareness that 

reflects not only Donna Haraway’s thoughts on the Anthropocene, the Capitalocene and 

the Chthulucene, but that might remember the warning of Margaret Mead who over thirty 

years ago spoke at the first World Day on April 22, 1970 saying,  
 
No society has ever yet been able to handle the temptations of technology to mastery, 
to waste, to exuberance, to exploration and exploitation. We have to create something 
new, something that has never existed in the world before. We have to learn to cherish 
this earth and cherish it as something that's fragile, that's only one, it's all we have, 
and we have to set up a system that is sufficiently complex to continue to monitor the 
whole. We have to use our scientific knowledge to correct the dangers that have come 
from science and technology. (Baer & Singer 2104, p.23) 

 

Living a good life is a spiritual issue too, and in this study, I have revealed aspects of how 

artists engage with a new kind of spirituality that is secular and embodied. An important 

observation in relation to this, is the recognition of various traditions of self-cultivation or 

body-mind-spirit disciplines practiced by the artists in this study. The repercussions of this 

kind of training on their practice is yet to be explored. This brings me to the importance of 

training. 

 

Training as Practice 
 

The training methods developed during this study propose experimental ways for 

nurturing group intra-communication, that aim to disrupt habitual and logical forms of 

communication, allowing for deeper layers of meaning to rise into consciousness. In 

drawing on Eastern body-mind-spirit practices such as taijiquan and meditation to develop 

the exercises, it has been possible to find new ways of engaging with the invisible, 

contested interconnections that arise in the practice of improvisation.  

In this training, I have proposed a radical move away from the role of individual artist as 

protagonist in the performance to an innovative group co-authoring in which artists try not 
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to direct the action, refraining from a conscious engagement with what they are doing to 

enable themselves access to intuitive and less conscious layers of knowing. This is 

accompanied by an attempt to think together as a group. I suggest that the right action will 

emerge from the combined attention of all those present in a process of communal 

sensing and sense-making that I have referred to as the vincular.  

In the training I propose a series of preparatory exercises that should be practiced daily, 

alone or with a group. Building the necessary group trust and cohesion between members 

of the group has been achieved by regular practice of these exercises. 

 

The Six Healing Sounds that are described in Appendix I/3A served to train individual 

practitioners to feel more connected and ‘on the same wavelength’ as a group. Meditation 

was practiced regularly in order to develop an inner listening and a quieting of the mind 

and artists who participated in this training have consistently recognised the importance of 

these preparatory exercises, stating that they allow for a group sense of intention to 

become clear, and that they help when adjusting to external factors that might distract 

them from being present for each other. I have seen during this research how self-

awareness and meditative practices have offered us ways in which to effectively 

restructure perceptions, and importantly to reinforce our human values (Slingerland 2003, 

p.4). This correlates with recent research showing how meditation can cause an increase 

in grey matter, and an enlargement of areas of the brain associated with sustained 

attention, self-control, compassion and interoceptive perception (Hernández et al. 

2016).129 

 

Artists have agreed that it is easier to sense the connections between us after taking part 

in these preparatory exercises. The exercises that have been developed during the 

research are listed in Appendix I/3A and are intended to be of use to performance art 

practitioners, but also in other areas of practice in which there is a need to develop 

attention, listening and sensitivity to other. This is evidenced in the feedback from 

participating artists, who have repeatedly commented on the ways they have been able to 

integrate the training back into everyday life (Appendix 2/3B).  

 

Following on from the preparatory training we have developed a series of exercises to test 

for telepathic connections and these are listed in the Appendix I/3A. Participants are able 

to frequently identify the image, content or even the exact words that have been 

transmitted by thought from another person. 
                                                
129 Interoceptive perception is the awareness of what is going on in our bodies, our sense of body ownership, 

that relates to the sensory nerve cells in the thorax, abdomen, pelvic organs, and the cardiovascular 
system.  
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All of the exercises mentioned in this thesis have proven over time, to be significant tools 

for developing and for experiencing the multilayers of consciousness that we experience 

as performance artists. They have been effectively employed in workshops during the 

research with a variety of groups in different countries. A ‘heightened awareness of the 

other’, ‘a deep connection to the other’ and ‘a strong feeling of empathy’ were just some of 

the comments from participants who took part in one such workshop with the collective 

Bbeyond in N. Ireland in 2016. This work continues to develop, and I hope in the future 

will result in a hand-book of exercises that would be relevant beyond the field of 

performance art, as a tool for developing less conscious and intuitive forms of sensing and 

making sense.  

 

Con-sent 
 

During this investigation it was important to create a conducive and trusting environment 

in which the necessary experimentation could develop. Artists making this kind of intuitive 

work function better when they feel secure. Friendship, empathy and trust as a community 

has made this work possible. It is notable that mutual support has not been achieved 

during this research by making rules, rather by reaching agreement through con-

sentment, or agreement through feeling/sensing. This form of accord is a very needed and 

important contribution to the group practices that I have talked about in this thesis. 

Agreement, in my experience, is generally sought through consensus, whereas con-

sentment leaves no one aside; there is no majority or minority. Con-sent has been 

adopted as a way of avoiding potentially destructive forms of conflict and disagreement. In 

this regard, developing women-only spaces of investigation has proven to be especially 

effective for building a safe and trusting environment for the experimental work. This is 

detailed in Appendix II/3B. Some of the most notable benefits recorded, have been an 

increase in confidence when performing and a heightened sense of empathic 

interconnection. 

 

Vincular Mind 
 
The Buddhist concept of Paticcasamuppāda, translated as Mutual Dependency, or 

Dependent Co-Arising contributed to the way in which I have contextualised my research 

in relation to an ethical, embodied sense of response-ability. The connection between 

what we do and what we are, is understood, not as deterministic but as constantly 

shaping and reshaping according to what we do and how we act (Macy 2007, p.32). It has 

been possible to observe such a dynamic in the relationships between artists within the 
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group improvisations, where the actions of each individual are reflected in the whole and 

where response-ability is a question of awareness. I have employed Barad’s term, the 

intra-active, to better describe and evoke the multiple threads of consciousness that make 

up the way we relate to each other within a vast network. This is a deep reality, in which 

mind and matter merge and from which synchronicity has been observable in the 

interlocking patterns of events (Hardy 2015). 

 

Vincular Mind is a concept that first came to me when I was trying to imagine exactly how 

we might be interconnected? How can my mind reach out and touch your mind? There 

are many theories of how this kind of network might work, such as those described in 

Jung’s vision of Collective Unconscious, Sheldrake’s Morphic Fields, Hardy’s Infinite 

Spiral Staircase and Laszlo’s Akashic Field. These mechanisms are often imagined as 

nets, webs or electromagnetic or magnetic fields, maybe consciously drawing on the 

metaphor of the Internet. While considering these ideas, the image of an articulation came 

to me as two separate individual minds joined together by a flexible and elastic material 

that allows for movement and utility in the same way a joint might work in the body. 

More of our actions take on meaning and significance when we flex these connections 

together. It seems to be important that we join with those beings that we feel affection for, 

to those subjects that we are intrigued by and to what inspires us. It is a tangible sense of 

meaningfulness and usefulness that binds us to the things that occupy our lives, and it 

can be felt as emotional or spiritual. These are our psychic connections formed for better 

or for worse, and they are not easy to untie. The vincular is a term that I believe can 

contribute to the way in which we might articulate the new kinds of relationships that will 

be necessary in order for us to confront an uncertain future in a time of global warming 

and conflict. 

 

I am fascinated by how we might be intra-connected. It has been a lifetime interest and 

there are two images that intuitively come to my mind when I have contemplated this. One 

of these images is the astrocyte. In the brain, the glial cells or astrocytes or astroglia, 

connect the neurons and regulate the transmission of electricity and while not everything 

is known about their function or how they work, intuitively, I sense there is a connection 

between these cells and the transmission of information beyond the body. I have made 

several works in a series of performances called Astrocytes in which I join myself to 

members of the audience with lycra clothing to explore this (Appendix III/3C). 

 

The second image that comes to my mind is of a vortex. The vortex can be seen in 

whirlpools and tornados, its spinning tubular form is also seen in worm holes. Recently, 
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while contemplating this, I came across an article in the scientific journal 

NeuroQuantology130 on the work of Dr. Dirk K. F. Meijer, a professor at the University of 

Groningen in the Netherlands, who has suggested that consciousness resides in a field 

surrounding the brain. He too, has imagined it might take the form of a vortex, although 

the mechanisms he envisages are more poetic than scientific, metaphors for the multi-

dimensional extensivity of Mind. These, he describes alternately as; ‘a holographic 

structured field,’ a ‘receptive mental workspace’, a ‘meta-cognitive domain’, a ‘global 

memory space of the individual’ and a ‘universal information matrix’. According to Meijer, 

this mental field or Mind itself, is outside of the body and has certain similarities with a 

black hole. The ability of the mental field to pick up information from other fields, he states 

could also explain some anomalous phenomena such as, extrasensory perception.  

 

Bringing this back to Eastern perspectives on interconnectivity, the philosopher and writer 

Alan Watts, who was instrumental in disseminating Eastern philosophical texts in the 

West, states in the video, Conversation with Myself (1978),131 

 
I seem, like everything else, to be a center, a sort of vortex, at which the whole 
energy of the universe realizes itself. Each one of us, not only human beings but 
every leaf, every weed, exists in the way it does, only because everything else 
around it does. The individual and the universe are inseparable.  

 

Overall, my intention in this thesis has been to show that in the times we live in, the intra-

active space between art, spirituality and science is as vivid and important as it has ever 

been.  

This research makes known, unpublished works of performance art representative of a 

practice that explores an aesthetic inner experience that is seldom articulated, as well as 

a concern for the spiritual, the energetic and the synaesthetic. 

Performance artists are engaging with improvisation as a way of extending the cognitive 

senses beyond the body, and as such should be considered as contributing to the 

emerging and cutting-edge fields of contemporary research that are actively searching for 

ways to better understand consciousness and mind as well as contributing to the ethical 

discussion around synthetic telepathy. These artists not only challenge the way we 

understand reality but re-establish the body as a site of extraordinary knowing. 

 

                                                
130 The scientific journal NeuroQuantology is a peer reviewed magazine. 
131 For the full conversation: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QiyqXrxAYSg. Accessed 28 February 2018. 

For more information about Watts visit: http://www.alanwatts.org/visual 
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3A 

APPENDIX I – INTRA-PERSONAL 

 

To situate the work referred to in this study, it is essential to understand the breadth of the 

community that sustains and promotes the practice of this particular group of artists. This 

consists mainly of a widespread network of festivals132 and of artist-led organisations and 

practice groups that are essential to evaluate when considering ideas of inter-

communication. The work being carried out in these groups and communities, forms an 

interconnected field, in which an underlying common area of investigation is sustained. It 

is from here that our ideas arise and develop and from which our common practice 

becomes manifest, unfolding into our individual performance practice. I will look too at two 

research platforms that were central to my research: FEM, an annual, international 

performance art meeting in Spain, showcasing work by women, and FLARE a research 

group at Northumbria University in Newcastle, England. 

 

THE FESTIVALS AND GROUPS – TESTING FOR CONNECTIONS 
 

Two of the early organised showcases for performance art were the renowned festivals, 

The National Review of Live Art133 (1979-2010) in the UK and the Castle of Imagination134 

in Poland (1993-2003). Another long running festival is FADO (1993-present), 135 an artist-

led organisation in Toronto, Canada whose performance art festival began in 1997. At 

present, there are many more of these festivals all around the world that have grown up in 

                                                
132 I have complied a list of festivals and groups on the links tab on the webpage of ELAA (European Live Art 

Archive) available at http://www.liveartarchive.eu/links. Retrieved 12 January 2017. 
133 The National Review of Live Art was produced annually in Glasgow by New Moves International. It 

originated with a one-day event in 1979 called the Performance Platform, organised by Steve Rogers at 
Nottingham's Midland Group arts centre, which has since closed. Growing into a large annual festival of 
live art, it was directed by Nikki Milican from 1984. As well as performance, the festival included 
installation and video art, and a platform for new performers to show their work alongside more 
experienced and well-known artists. It was peripatetic since the mid-1980s, taking place at the Riverside 
Studios, London (1987); Glasgow's Third Eye Centre (1988 to 1990); the Institute of Contemporary Arts in 
London (1993); The Arches in Glasgow (1994 to 2005); and Tramway, Glasgow (2006 to 2010). 

134 Castle of Imagination was organised by the Society of the Friends of Contemporary Art in Slupsk & Baltic 
Gallery of Contemporary Art in Slupsk, Poland.The first edition in 1993 included painting, drawing, 
photography performance, installations, sound and text. Curated from 1993-1994 by Grzegorz Borkowski 
and Wladyslaw Kazmierczak, from 1996 it was dedicated entirely to performance art and curated by 
Wladyslaw Kazmierczak.. The festival's aim was the construction of a network of connections covering all 
categories of art, a global view of the human condition as a whole and social, political and ecological 
issues. http://www.performance.art.pl/en/en.html Retrieved 14 October 2016 

135 FADO began in 1993 as a non-profit organisation run by a collective of performance artists. Officially an 
artist-run centre since January 2001 under the care of co-founder Paul Couillard. Showcasing the work of 
Canadian and international performance artists, presenting high-quality events within carefully considered 
curatorial contexts. They also sponsor residencies, workshops, artist talks, symposia, publications, 
exchanges or other projects that enhance understanding, encourage dialogue, provide new skills and 
experience, and expand performance opportunities for Canadian performance artists. 
http://www.performanceart.ca/ Retrieved 1 February 2016. 
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relation to the flourishing and expanding local communities of practitioners. These 

practitioners are often involved in the running and organisation of their activities as well as 

the production and archiving of the documentation. They organise regular meetings and 

workshops and publish digital and paper documentation of their meetings. 

 
Figure 33. Left to Right: Screenshots of webpages of la Muga Caula Festival, Acción!MAD Festival and FEM 
Festival. 

 

In Spain, there is a dynamic network of independent annual international festivals that has 

existed for over ten years, and that although affected by the economic crisis, continues to 

function despite the lack of institutional funding and infrastructure. Acción!MAD,136 in 

Madrid, is such a festival and has been running since 2003, directed by the performance 

artist Nieves Correa. The International performance and poetry festival La Muga Caula 137 

in Les Escaules, Spain, that is directed by the artist Joan Casellas has been ongoing 

since 2005.The Festival FEM138 in Girona Spain, which I direct, has run since 2004.  

 
Figure 34. Left to Right: Screenshots of webpages of Black Market International, PAErsche and Bbeyond.  

                                                
136 Acción!MAD was founded in 1993 by the artists Nieves Correa and Hilario Álvarez, to promote 

performance art, and since 2003 has produced International meetings of performance artists and an 
annual festival. The festival includes a theoretical programme as well as a programme of workshops and 
a section of the festival dedicated to works by women artists. http://www.accionmad.org/ Retrieved 29 
March 2016. 

137 http://www.lamugacaula.cat 
138 https://femgresolart.wordpress.com/ 
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The renowned and influential Black Market International,139 founded in 1985 by Boris 

Nieslony, Zygmunt Piotrowski, Tomas Ruller and Jürgen Fritz in Oznan, Poland is of 

special interest. BMI is a nomadic and changing society of artists, a platform for the 

exploration of the Art of Encounter. BMI has always avoided the definition of an organised 

group. Its main aim is to promote, just like in a ‘black market’, the free exchange of ideas, 

emotions and energies, and to achieve, through the principle of contamination, the ideal of 

Art of Begegnung (the art of encounter). The basic principle of Black Market International 

is an open system of encounter in the deepest sense of the term. This meeting takes 

place when at least two or more people are confronted in an open system, without the 

structure of a group, and without fixed themes or roles. During a performance, several 

actions are performed by different people and through those actions, images are created. 

Nobody directs the meetings; BMI works with an anti-structure. 

 

An interesting phenomenon that has emerged over the years, is the growing number of 

artist-led practice groups or collectives, each having their own unique way of working 

together, who are integrating the practice of group improvisation. It is possible to draw a 

direct line from the artists in Black Market to at least two of these groups. One, is Bbeyond 

in Belfast, N. Ireland,140 coordinated by performance artist Brian Patterson, but inspired 

and supported by Alastair Maclennan, a long-term member of BMI. Another such group is 

PAErsche in Germany,141 fostered and supported too, by Boris Nieslony, founding member 

of BMI, and then coordinated outwards by several member artists into different cities in 

Germany. 

                                                
139 Black Market International was founded under the name Market project in 1985 in Poznan (Poland) by 

founders Boris Nieslony, Zygmunt Piotrowski, Tomas Ruller and Jürgen Fritz. In 1986, for the first 
European tour, the name was changed to Black Market. In 1990/91, it became Black Market International. 
The participating artists have presented their unique, durational performances throughout the world in a 
range of venues and locations. http://blackmarketinternational.blogspot.com.es Retrieved 30 January 
2018. 

140 Since 2001 Bbeyond has promoted the practice of performance art and artists in Northern Ireland and 
further afield. The aim is to raise people’s consciousness of live/performance art as being integral to the 
world in and around us, inspiring reflection and enriching lived experience. They host artists of 
international reputation from the performance art world and encourage newer artists to experience 
performance art practices for themselves. Bbeyond encourages greater access to and appreciation of this 
visually based art form, through facilitating modes of active private/public participation, allowing people 
from all sectors of society, not just the traditional arts, to experience and enjoy performance art directly. 
Open meetings are held monthly in public spaces, and other activities include workshops and 
international exchanges. https://bbeyondperformanceartweb.wordpress.com/ Retrieved 20 January 2018. 

141 PAErsche is the working title of Aktionslabor that was founded in 2010 in Cologne and is supported by 
around 30 artists from the Rhineland / Ruhr regions and neighbouring countries such as Belgium, the 
Netherlands and Austria to offer a platform for international performance artists, and to establish a 
network of performance artists from various cultural platforms. The artists intervene temporarily in various 
public venues. These range from museums, galleries and theatres via public, urban and rural spaces. 
PAErsche creates conditions in which the artists are well represented since they are involved in the 
cooperative development and design of this laboratory and its conditions. Its main ethos is the encounter 
as a gift and cooperation. http://paersche.org/ Retrieved 5 October 2017. 
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Figure 35. Left to Right: Screenshots of webpages of Corpologia, Exchange Live Art and Chamalle X. 
Reprinted with permission 

 

My own initial connection to working within a group was as an artist in the Wolf and the 

Winter, a group of five artists who were brought together by Anet van de Elzen and Brian 

Catling to perform in s-Hertogenbosch in the Netherlands in 2001. The group has met 

sporadically over the last sixteen years to make individual works as well as group 

performances. 

 
Figure 36. Left to Right: Screenshots of webpages of OUI and Wolf in the Winter. Reprinted with permission 

 

Since 2011, I have also coordinated and produced the performance meetings of a 

Spanish collective called Corpologia.142 This group is organised through regular meetings 

where participants are given up to 5 minutes to make a performance action. The location 

is itinerant and the artists change, although there is a core group of twenty diehard artists 

who are at almost every meeting. The publication of a paper print magazine, by me and 

occasional volunteers, has been an important part of the way the group has evolved and 

mapped its own development.  

                                                
142 Corpologia is an independent and open group of people from many artistic disciplines who meet regularly 

to show their work, exchange ideas, opinions and importantly, to enjoy each other’s work and company. 
The group is open to anyone who is interested in exploring the themes of presence. 
http://corpologialiveart.blogspot.com.es/ Retrieved 30 December 2017. 
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It was while working with, and observing the work of, some of these groups over the 

years, that I have become interested in the way we communicate and the states of 

consciousness that emerge in the process of working. In my opinion, the idea of the 

presence of an artist cannot be restricted to an individual isolated experience, but should 

be comprehended within an inter-relational dynamic, something that can never become 

disentangled from the relationship to the other, to the group and to society. It is equally 

embedded in the place where it happens and the time it lives in. 

 

THE RESEARCH GROUPS 
During the research project with the group Ocells al Cap, I recognised the need to 

observe, test and develop ways to evidence shifts in our capacities for 

intercommunication. This realisation gave rise to the creation of a series of exercises and 

techniques in a pedagogical process that has also looked to Eastern body-mind-spirit 

practices such as Taijiquan and meditation. This then led to the initiation of an annual 

artists’ residency in the Festival FEM, to explore ways of sharing embodied research. In 

year two of the research I recognised the value of looking for ways to integrate embodied 

research into the academic environment and consequently, in collaboration with two other 

PhD candidates, Helen Collard and Harriet Plewis, we created: FLARE (Forum for Live Art 

Research and Education).  

 

FLARE 
 

FLARE has formed an important part of this research investigation. It was initiated as a 

project to identify and explore common areas of interest between us and to develop a 

programme of events to investigate and share our ideas through action. Together with 

Helen Collard and Harriet Plewis, I formed a study group under the name of FLARE. In 

this platform, we were able to refine our research questions and to share our practice in 

discussion with invited artists and academics from Fine Art, Gender Studies, Media 

Studies, Dance and Theatre. These events were open to members of the public and 

fellow students. By adopting an embodied approach to research, FLARE aimed to 

broaden the interactive possibilities between practice and theory by creating spaces 

where cross-pollination could occur between participants, a generative space where 

participants might move and be moved as well as sensing and making sense.  

Through FLARE, we have developed a network of researchers and practitioners to 

disseminate and exchange theory and practice related to embodied knowledge. We 

worked on creating an experimental format, from which to explore embodied practice as 
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an investigative tool that might enrich and expand upon the critical and academic 

methodologies already in place in the institutional and academic structure of the 

University. The juxtaposition of the intellectual approach with the physical allowed for an 

engagement with thought through movement, and with body through idea. We found this 

to both enrich and to inspire the participants and the audience, significantly changing the 

dynamics of communication and engagement with the underlying themes. This ultimately 

led to situations where the divisions between the audience and participants were 

frequently blurred. Through these different improvisation situations that we have 

developed in the group, it has been possible to test out some of these ideas with and 

without an audience. After working in the intimacy of a private space without an audience, 

it is very difficult to work with the same unselfconsciousness and attention in front of the 

audience. For this reason, we have tried to find ways of transforming the passivity of an 

audience who has come to be entertained. This has been approached in several ways 

that I will discuss in the Appendix Ocells al Cap. 

 

Each edition of Flare had a theme. The first edition was titled Beyond the Body and took 

place from 8 to the 12 February 2016, in the University Gallery of Northumbria University. 

We proposed an investigation into the non-material, intangible aspects of communication, 

concentrating on the evolution of relationships and encounters in performance art. The 

progamme, that is attached below, consisted of workshops, performances and academic 

presentations by artists and academics.  

In relation to my own research, I invited Tew Bunnag to share the practice of the Six 

Healing Sounds in a daily class that was open to the public. I also directed a workshop 

titled The Space Between Us. This was an introduction to the different ways of developing 

attention and experiencing interacting with each other to build communication, intuition 

and trust.

 
Figure 37. Workshop, The Space Between Us, directed by Denys Blacker as part of Flare I (2016), University 
Gallery, Northumbria University, Newcastle. Photographer: Helen Collard. Ó Denys Blacker. 
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During the meeting, I held a group improvisation behind closed doors for invited artists 

Victoria Gray, Nathan Walker, Lee Hassall and Elvira Santamaría, as well as Tew 

Bunnag, to take part in some of the new exercises in telepathy. This was an opportunity to 

share the work with artists who have a particularly strong practice of improvisation in one 

form or another. 

 
Figure 38. Left to right: Denys Blacker, Victoria Gray and Lee Hassel. Empty-handed improvisation with eyes 
closed. (2016) during Flare at the University of Northumbria, Newcastle. Photographer: Tew Bunnag. ã Denys 
Blacker. 

 

The Second edition of Flare, titled Body Works: Excavating the Invisible,  

was a one-day event on the 14th May 2016. In the morning we presented Cumulator. a 

durational group performance directed by James King. The participating artists were 

Victoria Gray, Nathan Walker, Christopher Mollon and Marita Bullmann and Denys 

Blacker. 

 
Figure 39. Group Performance in James King’s project Cumulator, as part of Flare II (2016), Northumbria 
University, Newcastle. Photographer: Brian Patterson. Ó Denys Blacker. 

 

In the evening, we organised a programme of performance to coincide with the Late 

Shows, an evening of open galleries across Newcastle. Over twenty artists from the 

University and from outside, came to present their works. Flare II was an opportunity to 

show some experimental works in the company of other artist and peers. I made a short 

experimental performance, inviting one of the audience members to write down an 
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anecdote about their life on a paper and that I would then, without seeing, respond by 

improvising.  

 
Figure 40. Denys Blacker Improvised Performance I Was Waiting for You, as part of Flare II (2016), University 
Gallery, Northumbria University, Newcastle. Photographer: Harriet Plewis. Ó Denys Blacker. 

 

FLARE became a place to test and share ideas within a critical yet amiable community. 

The growth of this community and ambition of the project evolved until FLARE III, which 

was the culmination of our three years of research, drawing on each of our key themes 

through a combination of workshops, presentations, roundtables, live performances, 

lectures and screenings. Flare III: Sync-Down, Co-Arise, Listen-In, was developed to 

consolidate areas of our research in the final year, as well as to invite relevant academics 

to come and engage with our ideas and to share their own research. We were responsible 

for programming one day each from the 3rd of May to the 5th May 2017. 

Every day of FLARE II, it was possible for participants to take part in a morning class of 

the Six Healing Sounds and a Yoga/Pranayama class with Helen Collard.  

 
Figure 41. Daily Classes as part of Flare III: (2017), Vane Gallery, Newcastle. Photographer: Arto Polus. Ó 
Denys Blacker. 

 

Every evening, there was a programme of performance events with invited guests and 

afterwards, we organised a free meal that was served in the gallery and open to all. This 

social space was intended as a way for us to relax and chat about the day’s events and 
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the work. This social space became important as a way of getting to know each other 

better and in feeling more comfortable together. 

 
Figure 42. Left to right: Josephine Machon, Magdalena Gorska, Josephine Machon, Presentations as part of 
Flare III: (2017), Vane Gallery, Newcastle. Photographer: Arto Polus. Ó Denys Blacker. 

 

Co-Arising143 was the title for my contribution to FLARE III at Vane Gallery, Newcastle on 

the 4th May 2017. In the workshop, I proposed an active and embodied exploration of Co-

Arising. I asked participants to disrupt habitual thought processes and immerse 

themselves in the twilight zones of their own awareness, in order to explore how we make 

visible the invisible experiences of the body and mind, ways of knowing that are visceral, 

intuitive and precognitive. In a sensorial investigation, based on the simultaneous 

engagement of thought and action, we also looked at ways to construct new 

understandings of presence as both a performative and a social tool, as well as 

questioning notions of agency and authorship, such as in the telepathic exercises listed 

below. 

 

FLARE II marked a significant point in my investigation, in which I was able to bring the 

diverse aspects of my research together. By inviting the group, Ocells al Cap, into the 

academic environment as co-researchers, I was able to integrate the processes that we 

had been discovering as a group into another kind of community and structure. It was 

possible to test the effectiveness of our ability to build con-sentment with participants with 

no previous knowledge of the work, as well as being able to discuss the ideas with artists 

and academics from different disciplines. There was a very positive response to both the 

exercises and the performance, many noting that the embodied thinking processes that 

we proposed, as sensing and making sense in movement, would be a useful and 

innovative way of engaging with intuitive knowledge within the academic environment. 

My invited guest speaker, Machon presented a talk about spectatorship in immersive 

theatres. The ensuing discussion touched on themes of audience participation in 
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performance art and the differences between theatre and performance art. I have 

engaged with some of Machon’s ideas in the written thesis and am interested in her idea 

of participating audience as ‘inter-actor’ who looks in, looks out and looks on. 

 
Figure 43. Workshop Co-Arising, as part of Flare III: Beyond the Body (2017), University Gallery, Northumbria 
University, Newcastle. Photographer: Helen Collard. Ó Denys Blacker. 

 

In the workshop Co-Arising, facilitated by me at Flare III, various experimental exercises 

emerged as being useful to attain a sense of trusting inter-connection. Some of these 

were from the daily practices to build up attention and they are listed below as exercises. 

Others were to explore the possibilities of telepathic communication and the exercise are 

also listed below. In these improvised spaces, we practice together to develop a sensitivity 

to change that might rely less on our conscious control and cognition and more on more 

liminal layers of awareness. This, in turn, generates a content that can be understood as 

coming from a transfer of thought and feelings, or as a deep connection to inner 

unconscious knowing. Having looked at other communal or group training methodologies, 

in theatre groups such as Goat Island and Living Theatre, and performance art groups 

such as Black Market International, it became clear to me that it would be important to 

avoid falling into a very usual problem, where one person has more directive power then 

the others. It is inevitable, that in my role as group facilitator, I am the person initiating the 

ideas, but by looking for ways to achieve con-sentment in the group, I am trying to avoid 

the possibility of limiting each person’s capacity to contribute and to nourish the group.  

 

This is a difficult task that has to be worked out, not by one person, but rather by the 

group in question. In Ocells al Cap, we try to consider the multiple ways that participants 

can take the role of facilitator, each sharing their own knowledge and open to learning 

from the others. To achieve this, and to make choices about the elaboration of these 

exercises we engaged in a constant feedback after every exercise as a sharing of 

experience and afterwards by email and ongoing questioning and feedback. We have 

looked at other group dynamics from transpersonal psychology, such as group 
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psychotherapy and Family Constellations, as well as techniques from dance such as 

contact improvisation and authentic movement. I also drew on my training in non-violent 

communication and from ideas from sociocracy144 to develop sensitivity to each-other and 

the ability to address conflict as a possibility for transformation. 

 

FEM RESIDENCY 
 

FEM is an annual International Performance Art Festival dedicated to showing the work of 

women artists145. This year FEM is celebrating its15th edition. The festival is a unique 

opportunity for artists from around the world to come to Girona, to live and work together 

for a few days, and through this experience to get to know and understand each other's 

work at a deeper level. This is an intergenerational event and many renowned 

international performance artists such as Yoko Ono, Esther Ferrer, Monica Ross, Kira 

O’Reilly and many others, too numerous to mention here, have participated. I co-founded 

the festival in 2004 with the Dutch artist Anet van de Elzen. The first edition of FEM, 

entitled The Suitcase, was held in la Bisbal d'Empordà in the province of Girona, Spain, 

on March 8th, 2004. In 2007, the festival moved to The Cultural Centre la Mercè (CCLM) in 

Girona town. Since 2012, when the funding for the arts in Spain became untenable, FEM 

has taken the form of a residency for artists at my home in Madremanya, Spain.  

Since beginning this PhD research in 2014, I have centred the residency on my own 

investigation, inviting artists whose interests overlap with my particular interests to come 

and practice. The residency takes place in my home, and as such, artists are made very 

welcome and comfortable. It has always been an essential part of the festival to create an 

environment of trust and safety. I detail here some of the exercises that were developed 

both during FEM and FLARE. These are intended as simple instructions and in the case 

of the Six Healing Sounds, as a description of the exercises that we used in preparation  

for the improvised performance work. They are divided into three distinct groups: Daily 

practices, Group Preparation Exercises and exercises for Telepathic Exploration. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
144 Developed in the Netherlands, Sociocracy is a governance system based on consent and discussion, 

rather than majority rule. Decisions are agreed to when there are no objections. For more information 
visit: http://www.sociocracy.info/moving-objections/ Retrieved 18 January 2018. 

145 Gresol Association is a non-profit making cultural founded in Madremanya, Girona 2002 by Denys Blacker 
and Anet van de Elzen. Since then it has organised and produced festivals, workshops and events related 
to performance art. Gresol library is at present kept in Madremanya and is open to members of the 
association by appointment. 
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THE DAILY PRACTICES 
 

Meditation 
The first exercise was the daily practice of seated meditation, that we would do together in 

both the FEM residencies, and in FLARE. These short meditations of about 20 minutes to 

half an hour at every sitting, usually happened first thing in the morning. We followed a 

simple, mindfulness or meditation technique of paying attention to the path of the breath, 

into and out of the body, while sitting cross-legged and with eyes closed, although, it was 

always indicated that each artist could meditate or contemplate in silence, in the way that 

they wished. We undertook this as a way to aid attention and avoid distraction, that helped 

us to become focused on the challenges involved in each proceeding exercise. 

 

 
Figure 44. Group exercises at FEM_17, Girona, Spain and Flare 3, Newcastle, UK. PhotographerDenys 
Blacker and Arto Polus. Ó Denys Blacker 

 

The Six Healing Sounds 
The second daily exercise was the practice of the Six Healing Sounds which is a practice 

rooted in pre-Buddhist Daoism. These sounds, as taught by Tew Bunnag, have been 

central to this training. These exercises are significant tools for experiencing a group 

breathing practice, where the physical and vibrational sharing of sound gently opens a 

way to feel more connected and in ‘harmony’. In an interview in 2017 in Madremanya, 

Spain, I asked Bunnag to explain how the Six Sounds might be helpful in our attempts to 

interconnect and intercommunicate. He said, 

 
We are all part of a universal vibration and the vibration that comes through us is 
dependent on how we live, what we eat, our work environment, etc. Essentially, 
when we come to the six sounds, we are coming back and un-learning what 
separates us and returning to a vibration that connects us. It is the ground work for 
intuition; it’s not something vague, but a real vibrational connection that we have 
and a sensitivity to what is going on. The sounds are a way of training ourselves to 
be constantly aware of the vibrational quality of what is going on in our body, heart 
and in our thinking. Therefore, through constant practice, we pick it up and we 
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learn how to be sensitive to our environment, including the vibrations that others 
are giving out. It is the very experiential basis for what we call intuitive awareness.  

 
In Bunnag’s leaflet, The Six Healing Sounds146 (Bunnag 2012) he gives detailed 

instructions on how to practice, explaining that the sounds are based on the Daoist 

understanding of the human organism as a constantly transforming dynamic of interactive 

energies that are understood in terms of the Five Elements. The Sounds are intoned 

mindfully and correspond to the breathing and the movement executed at the same time. 

The exercises were originally developed by Bunnag as spiritual and physical training as a 

way of harmonising the energy of the body and to promote Qi, which is described by the 

Daoist philosophers as the universal energy that pervades all things. Qi flows through the 

human body along meridians that are related to each organ. Maintaining a harmonious 

flow of Qi is considered vital in Chinese medicine for physical, emotional and mental well-

being. Artists in the group have consistently recognised the importance of these 

preparatory exercises in the group work, stating that they allow for a group sense of 

intention and a calming of the external factors that might distract us from being present for 

each other. 

 

THE FIVE ELEMENTS AND THE TRIPLE WARMER 
 

The concept of coherence is an essential factor in the maintaining of good health in 

Chinese medicine. Manifested in the human body by the acupuncture point, the Triple 

Warmer, coherence is maintained by a careful balance of the 5 elements; wood, fire, 

earth, air and water. These elements represent not only organs in the body, but physical 

qualities and emotions. Health and well-being are seen in terms of how these elements 

are balanced in the body and the imbalances are expressed in terms of excess of 

deficiency. To these five elements, Bunnag adds the Triple Warmer, which relates in 

Chinese medicine to qualities of coherence and to the harmony of Qi or the correct flow of 

energy. Bunnag described to me how this might be useful as a way of becoming sensitive 

to ideas of interconnection, saying, 

The vision of existence as being elemental, composed of universal qualities that 
are found in nature and natural phenomena such as trees, clouds, water etc., 
allows us to connect with ourselves as part of this ecology and not as separate 
from it. So, we recognise through the elements within ourselves, the growth of 
wood, the dance of fire or summer, the flow of water, the breath of air and so on. 
This is what gives another aspect to, for example, Arne Naess’ concept of Deep 
Ecology. So, going further than theory or philosophy, it is a means by which we 
experience nature within us in a literal sense. 

 

                                                
146 The Six Healing Sounds is a booklet published by Bunnag as a support material for his workshops on 

Death and Dying and Taijiquan. 
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Figure 45. Table of the Five Elements and Triple Warmer with the Six Healing Sounds and some of the 
qualities attributed to them. 

 

Developing the Elements in Improvisation 
 

The exercise itself, consists in paying attention to a particular quality of one element, then 

while improvising, the artist attempts to maintain their awareness on this quality. For 

example, one of the qualities of the element wood is impeccability, so the artist might try to 

use precise movements and, while making the action, to achieve clarity and simplicity. 

When the performed session is completed, the other artists in the group try to recognise 

which element was dominant in the action and consider whether it coincides with what the 

artist was trying to transmit.  
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This exercise has proved very useful in helping us to become more aware of the 

underlying qualities in our actions and to recognise those qualities in the actions of others. 

It is also possible to try to understand which quality might be lacking, such as a lack of 

flow (a balanced quality of water) or a presence of anxiety (an imbalance of the quality of 

earth). This exercise may be done individually or as a group and was integrated as a way 

of focusing attention on how, rather than why we move. 

 

GROUP PREPARATION EXERCISES 

The second section details the exercises that are thought of as preparations for the group 

performances. They are seen as a way to become familiar with each other, to explore the 

ways we actually see and feel each other, and to create a groups sense of identity.  

 

The Gaze 
This exercise consists of approaching each other while looking and focusing on the eyes. 

This exercise almost always evokes an emotional response. Research by Giovanni 

Caputo from the University of Urbino in Italy shows that when we stare at each other in 

the eyes, we experience an altered state of consciousness where faces warp and there is 

a disassociation with reality. We can feel spaced out. This can be used in performance art 

to illicit an emotional, arousal response such as in Marina Abramovic’s famous 

performance ‘The Artist is Present’, in which people who sit opposite her, staring into her 

eyes, suffer from emotional changes such as crying or laughing. However, this kind of 

calculated attention can also be understood as an emotional weapon or as a manipulative 

way to disconcert and move another.  

 
Figure 46. The Gaze exercise at FLARE III in the workshop Co-Arising led by Denys Blacker. Photographer: 
Arto Polus. Ó Denys Blacker. 

 

In the contingent performance art that I am interested in, this kind of emotional stimulation 

is definitively not a primary aim of the artists. The deliberate manipulation of emotion is 
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understood as a kind of ‘dishonesty’, and although emotions may be stirred in another, it 

is not calculated or pre-meditated. Therefore, recognising that eye to eye contact is not 

possible for everyone, the exercises in this case can be done by focusing downwards to 

the floor or to the person’s chest. It is possible in the Gaze exercises though, if felt 

appropriate by each individual, to experience the blurring of the boundaries between 

ourselves and another, and to experiment with the possibilities for an emotional response 

that can happen with eye to eye contact. 

 

All these exercises are made while maintaining focused eye-to-eye contact. 

1. Person A slowly approaches person B who remains immobile. Person A stops when 

they feel that they are close enough to person B to feel their energy without invading their 

vital space. This position is held for a couple of minutes. Person A walks slowly 

backwards, away from person B, until back in the original position. This is repeated by 

person B. 

2. Person A slowly approaches person B who remains immobile. Person A stops when 

they feel that they are close enough to person B to feel their energy without invading their 

space. Then person A takes a step forward, to be very close to person B. This position is 

held for a couple of minutes. Person A walks slowly backwards, away from person B, until 

back in the original position. This is repeated by person B. 

3. Person A slowly approaches person B who remains immobile. Person A stops a few 

steps away from person B. Then person B takes a step forward, to be close enough to 

person B to feel their energy without invading their space. This position is held for a 

couple of minutes. Person A and B walk slowly backwards, until back in their original 

position. This is repeated by person B. 

4. Person A slowly approaches person B who remains immobile. Person A stops when 

they feel that they are close enough to person B to feel their energy without invading their 

space. Person A turns around, turning their back on person B. This position is held for a 

couple of minutes then person A walks slowly to the original position and turns to face 

person B. This is repeated by person B. 

 

These four exercises are now repeated, but this time in a very different way, consciously 

trying to allow the focus to relax and blur. This is not an easy way of looking, and it might 

help if you imagine that you are looking through the body of the other, or through their 
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eyes. In the martial arts, you are taught to focus your eyes in this ‘divergent vision’147, to 

obtain a wider range of vision, while lessening the area of focus. It is a deep watching, 

enabling us to sense, rather than see what is happening. Movement is prioritised over 

colour and form. We feel the potential of movement in both body and mind and intentions 

can be read or sensed. This can even give us the impression of a slowing down of our 

sense of time (Verstappen 2009). This is also explored by the American Theatre Director 

Anne Bogart and Tina Lau in their training methodology, Viewpoints as Soft Focus. They 

write, 
 

Soft focus is the physical state in which we allow the eyes to soften and relax so 
that, rather than looking at one or two things in sharp focus, they can now take in 
many. By taking the pressure off of the eyes to be the primary and dominant 
information gatherer, the whole body starts to listen and gather information in new 
and more sensitized ways (Bogart & Landau 2005, p.31). 

 

Some artists reported seeing the aura of the other person, colours and movements that 

seem more energetic than material. All reported gaining more information about the other 

person in this mode of eye focus than when looking with a sharp focused eye-to-eye 

contact. 

 

Sensing the Group 
 

Sensing the Group, began as an exercise to sensitise us to the presence and movement 

of others without the use of sight. The exercise is carried out with the eyes closed. 

The groups stand close together in a circle, allowing the backs of the hands to touch 

lightly together. The eyes are kept closed for the whole of this exercise and we agree 

upon a colour that we will keep our attention on in order to all keep our mind on one thing 

and to not wander.  

 

We stand in a circle, lightly maintaining physical contact by touching the backs of our 

hands together. The only rule is that we cannot move unless we have the feeling that we 

are moved by the group. Once you have the feeling that you are connected to the group, 

you can let go of the physical contact while continuing the exercise. The aim is to discover 

whether by paying particular attention to the way that we interrelate and 

intercommunicate, we can begin to understand how we are both influenced and moved by 

the other. The exercise can continue for anything from 20 minutes to 2 hours. It was 
                                                
147 Verstappen describes in his article how ‘there is a higher concentration of cones in the centre of the retina 

called the fovea. This concentration of cone receptors allows clearer focus and sensing of detail in the 
centre of our vision. This is the part of the eye that we use to focus on the figure or object, as opposed to 
the field or background. The periphery of the retina consists mostly of rods that are not as sensitive to 
detail but are more sensitive to movement’.  
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interesting to note that in this exercise there is frequently an almost compete loss of the 

sense of time and this is one reason that it can go on for so long. There seems to be, for 

many of the participants, a liberation from self-consciousness as well as a feeling of 

pleasure and fun. 

 
Figure 47. Workshop directed by Denys Blacker as part of Days of Performance in Lviv, Ukraine (2016). Ó 
Denys Blacker. 

 

The third group of exercises are designed as a way to discover the extent to which we 

might be telepathic. These exercises were of great importance in the elaboration of my 

idea about Vincular Mind. 

 

EXPERIMENTS IN TELEPATHIC EXPLORATION 
 

As an introduction to this set of exercises I will explain a little about how they were 

developed. The telepathic exercises were elaborated as an attempt to move the artist 

from a mental perspective of rational and deliberate approaches to performing, into a 

more spontaneous situation of intra-reaction. The exercise consists in suggesting that the 

artist will receiving the content of their performance, telepathically from another person or 

persons, (See Appendix III/3C). What I have observed through different iterations of this 

exercise, is that there is a sense of liberation for most participants, which comes from a 

gradual realisation that they are not having to invent or control the action; rather, the 

action arises from the lesser conscious intuitive, layers of imagination. There is a flow of 

movement without pre-thought, an impulsion to act that is not guided by ideas about why 

and how to do something, rather by an intuitive knowing, a rightness that has to be 

realised. We do not move unless we feel moved by an inner impulsion to move. It is not 

necessary for the participants to have any experience of improvisation or performance 

and it has been interesting to see how easy it has been for visiting artists or participants to 

enter into the dynamic of these exercises with no inhibitions. I believe the core group of 

artists who have a lot of experience, create a feeling of confidence that is transmitted to 



 

 
166 

any new participant as an accepting and generous hospitality. The result of this work with 

Ocells al Cap has been the creation of several public performances of We were Waiting 

for You (2016-7) which can be seen in Appendix II/3B. 

 

Experiment for Individual/Group Telepathy 
 

Person A volunteers to make an individual improvisation and then leaves the space 

(moves out of sight and hearing range). 

The rest of the artists agree upon a word, phrase or anecdote. This is written on a piece of 

paper, folded and hidden from sight. 

Artist A comes back into the room. 

The rest of the artists in the group concentrate on the word, sending it telepathically to 

artist A. 

Artist A begins to improvise. The improvisation goes on for a timed period from 5 – 10 

minutes. Someone from the group takes notes. 

When it is over, Artist A shares their impressions and the feelings they experienced while 

making the improvisation. 

The group tell the artist the initial word, and they read the notes and share opinions.  

Connections seem to become tangible in a process of interconnected intuitions with a 

shared gestural and visual language that is often slow moving and unpredictable. 

 

 
Figure 48. Núria Iglesias. Telepathic Improvisation during FEM_14 Girona, Spain (2014). ã Denys Blacker.  

 

The connection between question and answer are visible in the small synchronicities that 

we are able to identify together. There is generally agreement about these key moments, 

and when they occurred. In this way the connections become tangible material for re-

engagement by the group as actions, thoughts or writing. This is a kind of feedback loop, 

where what emerges becomes a collective source of inspiration for further investigation. 

Bearing in mind that there is no way artist A can know what theme the group has chosen; 
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the action frequently has striking similarities to the idea that has been telepathically sent. 

For example, in FEM_14, when the word ‘submission’ was chosen, the artist Núria 

Iglesias responded by running along the beach and throwing herself down face up in the 

sand.  

 

Sometimes, however, the connection is obscure in the action, but is clear in the notes 

such as in FEM_14, when the telepathic phrase sent to me by the group was, ‘defending 

your own shadow’. The improvised action didn’t seem to reflect the idea, but the notes 

taken by a member of the group who didn’t know the phrase either, actually mentioned the 

word shadow. She wrote, 

 
‘The shadow is on the floor and Denys is picking small shells from the floor. She 
then puts the shells on her tongue. Something about the voice making something 
that isn’t seen so much - seeing something that remains hidden most of the time in 
the darkness of the cavity of the mouth is highlighted by the shells - is made 
visible.’ 

 

 
Figure 49. Denys Blacker Telepathic Improvisation during FEM_14 Girona, Spain (2014). ã Denys Blacker.  

 

Every time we do this experiment, there is a discussion afterwards about what has 

happened, and this is accompanied by the reading of any notes that have been taken. 

This post-performance group sharing has helped us to be able to identify when there 

seems to be a definite connection between what is sent telepathically and what is done. It 

is not something we are trying to prove as such, rather it is a way of confirming the sense 

of a felt connection the rightness of a movement in relation to another’s thought. This is 

not always illustrative in the actions but may be captured in a mood or intonation. We also 

attempt in these exercises to identify the particular moments in the performance where we 

were affected in some way, intellectually, emotionally or otherwise. These are moments 

when we are so caught up in the action that we are unaware of anything else. 

Interestingly, the group generally coincide in locating the same moments as being 

significant. 
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Experiment of Group/Group Telepathy 
 

In this telepathy experiment, objects are also included in the performance space. These 

are not selected to represent the idea we are trying to transmit but are chosen quickly 

from the room without too much consideration. 

 
The group divides into two. 

Group A leave the space (moving out of sight and hearing range). 

Group B agree upon an anecdote that may have happened to one of them recently. 

The group select from 1-4 objects from the room and place them in the space.  

Group B concentrates on sending the anecdote, telepathically to Group A. 

Group A return and use the objects to make a 5-10-minute improvisation. Someone from 

the group takes notes. 

When it is over group B share impressions and feelings that they experienced while 

making the improvisation.  

Group B tell the artist the anecdote and they share opinions.

 
Figure 50. Discussions during FEM_17 in Madremanya (2017). ã Denys Blacker.  
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DOCUMENTATION FROM FEM AND FLARE (2014-2018) 

 

 
 
Figure 51. FEM_14 Programme. 15 November – 19 February 2014. 

 
 
 
 
 

FEM-14
Trobada internacional de dones artistes d’art d’acció
15 novembre  2014 -  19  feb re r  2015

GIRONA
En col·laboració amb Bòlit_Centre d’Art 
Contemporani, Girona

Als carrers de Girona (Mercadal i Barri vell)
Dilluns 24 novembre 2014. 11h -19 h
Performance a l’espai públic artistes FEM_14

A la Cisterna, Museu d’Història, Girona
Divendres 28 novembre 2014. 19 h
Performance artistes FEM_14

Dimecres 10 desembre 2014. 20h
Performance - Elvira Santamaría and Brian Patterson

Dissabte 7 Febrer 2015. 20h
Performance - Fina Miralles

Dissabte 20 febrer 2015. 20h
Performance - Esther Ferrer

BARCELONA
En col·laboració amb La Bonne Centre de Cultura 
de Dones Francesca Bonnemaison, Barcelona
Dissabte 15 novembre 2014. 12h
Performance - Concha Jerez

Dijous 27 novembre 2014. 20 h
Performance - Victoria Gray, Elvira Santamaría i artistes 
FEM_14

Dilluns 1 - Dijous 4 desembre 2014.
10h -13h i 15h -18h
Taller de Performance dirigit per Nieves Correa
Inscripcions: info@gresolart.com

Divendres 5 desembre 2014. 20h
Performance - Nieves Correa

Divendres 19 Febrer 2015. 20h
Performance - Esther Ferrer

Artistes: Victoria Gray (GB), Helena Hunter (GB), Nieves Correa (ES), Elvira Santamaría (MEX), Concha 
Jerez (ES), Nora Tinholt (NL), Marta Vergonyós (CAT), Paloma Orts (CAT), Montse Seró (CAT), Lesley 
Yendell (GB/CAT), Mireia Zantop (CAT), Lara Ubago, Núria Iclèsies (CAT), Natàlia Espinet (CAT), Denys 
Blacker (GB/CAT), Fina Miralles (CAT), Juliette Murphy (GB/CAT), Ada Vilaró (CAT), Clara Garí (CAT), 
Esther Ferrer (ES/FR), Lucia Peiro (ES)

MADRID
En col·laboració  amb Acción!MAD_14 Encuentro 
Arte de Acción
Matadero, Madrid (Nave 16-4 y 16-5)
Dissabte 22 novembre 2014. 19 30h
Performance - Elvira Santamaría
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Figure 52. FEM_15 Programme. 18 November 2015 – 30 January 2015 

 

 
Figure 53. FEM_17 Programme. 25 November 2016 – 30 January 2016 

 

A Bòlit_laCarbonera 
Pujada de San Feliu 2, Girona

PERFORMANCE
DISSABTES A LES 19H
14 NOVEMBRE 2015 
Natàlia Espinet, Lesley Yendell, Rotnip

21 NOVEMBRE 2015
Concha Jerez

28 NOVEMBRE 2015
Les artistes de FEM_15 RESIDENCIA

19 DESEMBRE 2015
Helena Hunter i Mark Peter Wright

30 GENER 2016
Sandra Johnston i Alastair Maclennan

FEM_15
Trobada internacional de dones artistes d’art d’acció

18  novemb re  2015  -  30  gene r  2016
Madremanya / Girona / Barcelona

A La Bonne 
Centre de Cultura de Dones 

Sant Pere més Baix 7, Barcelona
DIJOUS 26 NOVEMBRE 2015

TALLER 
AMB LES ARTISTES DE FEM_15 

de les 11H - 17H  
INSCRIPCIONS: blackerdenys@gmail.com 

PERFORMANCE 
A LES 18H

GIRONA BARCELONA
MADREMANYA/GIRONA

ARTISTES EN 

RESIDÈNCIA 
NOVEMBRE 2015 - GENER 2016

Denys Blacker, Natàlia Espinet, Nora Tinholt, 
Holly Slingsby, Montse Seró, Fina Miralles, Marta 

Vergonyós, Ada Vilaró, Juliette Murphy, Mireia 
Zantop, Clara Garí, Anita Ponton, Harriet Plewis, 
Anet van de Elzen, Lesley Yendell, Mar Serinya,

Nuria Iclèsies, Helena Hunter, Mark Peter 
Wright, Sandra Johnston, Alastair Maclennan

Cicle organitzat per l’Associació Gresol en col·laboració amb Bòlit, Centre d’Art 
Contemporani. Girona,  La Bonne, Centre de Cultura de Dones i el Museu d’Història de Girona

Una coproducció de:

DIJOUS 15 DESEMBRE 2016 A LES 20H 
H O L L Y  S L I N G S B Y

DISSABTE 28 GENER 2016 A LES 20H
M A R T I N E  V I A L E
N Ú R I A  I G L E S I A S

FEM_16

R E S I D È N CI E S 

O R GAN ITZAT P E R L’AS S O C IAC I Ó G R ES O L E N 
C O L ·L A B O R AC I Ó A M B B Ò LI T,  C E N T R E D ’A R T 
CONTEMPORANI I EL MUSEU D’HISTÒRIA DE GIRONA

Trobada inTernacional de dones arTisTes d’arT d’acció
25 novembre 2016-30 gener 2017 
madremanya / girona PERFORMANCE

A  B Ò L I T _ L A C A R B O N E R A 
PUJADA DE SAN FELIU 2, GIRONA

DENYS BLACKER, NATÀLIA ESPINET, 
HOLLY SLINGSBY, MONTSE SERÓ, 
MARTA VERGONYÓS, ADA VILARÓ, 
JULIETTE MURPHY, MIREIA ZANTOP, 
CLARA GARÍ, ANITA PONTON, LESLEY 
YENDELL MAR SERINYA, NÙRIA 
IGLESIAS, MARTINE VIALE, SABINA 
VILAGUT, AYAKO ZUSHI, MELINA PEÑA, 
GRACIELA CONTRERAS PALOMA ORTS
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Figure 54. FEM_17 Programme. 7 December 2017 – 10 January 2017 

 
 

FEM_17

ARTISTES EN RESIDÈNCIA 
7  D E  D E S E M B R E  A L  1 0  D E  D E S E M B R E  2 0 1 7
C A N  O B E R T ,  M A D R E M A N Y A ,  G I R O N È S
LA BONNE, CENTRE DE CULTURA DE DONES, BARCELONA

DENYS BLACKER
MAIA CASTELLO
NATÀLIA ESPINET
CLARA GARÍ
NÚRIA IGLESIAS 
SANDRA JOHNSTON
ADELAIDE MARESCA 
FINA MIRALLES
SIOBHAN MULLEN
JULIETTE MURPHY
PALOMA ORTS
MELINA PEÑA
BEATRIZ SANTIAGO
MAR SERINYÀ
MONTSE SERÓ
NORA TINHOLT
PA’MA TORRENTS
SABINA VILAGUT
MARTA VERGONYÓS
MARTINE VIALE
ADA VILARÓ
LESLEY YENDELL
MIREIA ZANTOP

TROBADA INTERNACIONAL DE DONES ARTISTES D’ART D’ACCIÓ
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Figure 55. FLARE 1: Beyond the Body Programme. 8 -12 February 2015. 

 

 

 

8th February - 12th February 2016
University Gallery, Sandyford Road

The ear of the ear
The thought of the thought
The speech of the speech

The breath of the breath
The eye of the eye

Harriet Plewis    
Helen Collard   
Denys Blacker
Sandra Johnston

Lee Hassall   
Tew Bunnag    
Victoria Gray    
Cormac Power
Nathan Walker  
Chris Dorsett 
Jane Arnfield  
Philippa Jackson
Francesca Steele    
Christine Borland    
Elvira Santamaría 
Sarah Riseborough
Steve Gibson
Donna Leishman

Kena Upanishad
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Figure 56. FLARE 1: Beyond the Body Programme. 8 -12 February 2015. 

Daily Practice

The sessions are open to anyone. Please bring a yoga mat, blanket and cushion.

Tew Bunnag/Denys Blacker
Six Healing Sounds & Chi Kung
Daily - Mon 8th, Tues 9th, Weds 10th, Thurs 11th, Fri 12th Feb.
Time - 9am -10am
Tew Bunnag was born in Bangkok in 1947 and educated in the U.K. Since 1975 he has been a T’ai Chi and Meditation teacher 
and has given courses in Europe and the U.S. as well as in his own country. Since 2000 he has been working for an NGO in the 
Bangkok slums helping street children and children and adults who are HIV positive. In Spain, where he is based he is president 
of Vinyana, an association providing training to professionals and family carers on integrating Spiritual Companionship at the 
end of Life. He also helps to prepare people in terminal stages of their illness as well as their family. In the workshop he will be 
sharing exercises and practices that he uses in his work to promote Presence, Compassion, and Transcendance.

Helen Collard
Yoga and Pranayama
Daily - Tues 9th, Weds 10th, Thurs 11th, Fri 12th Feb.
Time - 12:30pm - 1:15pm
Breath could be said to be our physical counter of time. An entire life is encompassed between a first inhale and a final exhale. 
In yogic philosophy this concept is found in the word prana. Prana means both breath and life. Pranayama is the practice of 
expanding or regulating the prana or breath. In these four sessions you will be guided through a practice of yoga and pranayama 
in which we explore the psycho-physical effects that occur when we develop a conscious awareness of breath; a practice that 
invites us to attend to the body, attend to the mind and that which is beyond ourselves.

Each of the four sessions (45 mins) will involve a short led yoga practice and a longer guided seated pranayama sequence.

Workshops

Denys Blacker
The Space Between Us
Mon 8th Feb: 11am -12:30pm 
My current research is to observe and investigate the relationship of the individual to the group in performance improvisation. The 
interaction between artists during the creative process requires a particular kind of attention and concentration. The workshop 
is an introduction to ways that we can develop this attention and experience different ways of interacting with each other. The 
space between us is a place of discovery and communication, of intuition and trust. We will develop this communication in 
individual and group exercises.

Harriet Plewis
Dance Face
Tues 9th Feb: 10:15am -12:30pm
Harriet Plewis will lead a workshop that looks at the notion of neutrality via the construct of the neutral mask and its attendant 
techniques. Widely coveted as a starting point for many practices, this workshop will attempt to unpick what an embodied 
neutrality might mean and to what extant it is desirable. The workshop will be followed by a presentation by Dr Cormac Power on 
presence and materiality in performance and will conclude with a collection of screenings related to the themes explored. The 
workshop is open to anyone. Please come with clothes which you are comfortable moving in.

Jane Arnfield
Introduction of Laban Effect Work
Thurs 11th Feb: 10:15am -12:30pm 
If the arts provide a place for human beings to examine and excavate in detail the world in which they live - a place to discuss 
how to live then voice and gesture are intrinsic in the delivery/process of those discussions. The Laban workshop will seek 
to discover the tools required to prepare, deliver and understand our physicality. Working with the body as a whole and not in 
isolation, with reference to process and performance. Laban Efforts will be discussed in detail and practised where possible in 
order to promote flexibility and optimum physical and vocal functioning within the actor/student in training for performance and 
for all artists making work. Effort, or in Laban it can be described as dynamics, is a system for understanding the more subtle 
characteristics about the way a movement is actioned with respect to an inner intention. The difference between punching 
someone in anger and reaching for a glass is slight in terms of body organization - both rely on an extension of the arm. The 
attention to the strength of the movement, the control of the movement and the timing of the movement are very different..
* Please wear comfortable clothing and bare feet or trainers. Please bring a device paper, pen, laptop, iPad etc. in order to take
notes on the session.
Sarah Riseborough
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Figure 57. FLARE 1: Beyond the Body Programme. 8 -12 February 2015. 

Exit Strategies
Fri 12th Feb: 10:15am -12:30pm
A movement workshop exploring what might be considered ‘cultural’ and ‘natural’ behaviours, introducing strategies intended to 
facilitate the transition between the two.
The workshop will include short discussions around these themes to frame the movement exercises.
Participation entails working with both conscious acknowledgement of our present conditions, and reiterating (and, perhaps, 
remembering) patterns of movement transcribed from the macro and the micro. From our unseen environment, molecular 
structures and cosmological orbits, is it possible to transcend inner dialogues initiated in cultural conditioning?

Screenings

Kings with Straw Mats (70 mins). Director: Ira Cohen,1986. 
Weds 10th Feb: 16:30pm
Poet and filmmaker Ira Cohen’s pilgrimage into the heart of India's greatest sacred celebration, the Kumbh Mela takes place 
every twelve years and is believed to be one of the largest human gatherings on earth.

Neutrality
Tues 9th Feb: 16:30pm -18:00pm
Following a presentation by Cormac Power, a programme of works on theme of neutrality will be screened.

Presentations

Cormac Power 
Materiality and Performance 
Tues 9th Feb: 14:30pm -16:00pm

Christine Borland & Tew Bunnag
Death and Dying
Weds 10th Feb: 10:15am -12:30pm

Helen Collard & Philippa Jackson 
Sensing Breath 
Weds 10th Feb: 
This bio-art project employs the use of NIRS (Near Infrared Spectroscopy) to take real-time brain-state data during a live 
pranayama performance. NIRS records the moment-to-moment concentration changes of oxygenated and deoxygenated 
haemoglobin in each hemisphere of the brain. In this presentation we will demonstrate the process of data collection via NIRS 
during a short pranayama practice and also examine the significance of the data collected thus far. We will also consider the next 
steps in re-appropriating NIRS as a control system for real-time sound, image and light creation, controlled by the pranayama 
practitioners moving breath. Questions and audience discussion about the project will be very much welcomed. 

Chris Dorsett
Rawson’s Rasa - sensory arousal, bodily engrossment.
Thurs 11th Feb:

Performances

Donna Leishman & Steve Gibson
Borderline - Mon 8th Feb: 12:30pm - 13:15pm
* This performance takes place in Squires Annexe Room 009
This text-video-sound artwork is a performative piece concerned with time-based and improvisational action, in which two
participants interact together within an audio-visual environment to gain a sense of the project’s latent narrative identities.
Borderline re-deploys VJ software technologies (using MIDI with MAX-MSP) to develop a dual interaction experience that
uses hand-based gesture (via two graphic tablets and their pens). The two participants can choose to be social: to improvise /
play /perform harmoniously together or be antisocial: to be in conflict with both the narrative and indeed with each other. Their
expressive actions (for example fast / slow, long / short pen gestures) will significantly affect their narrative agency, immersion
and comprehension.

Monday performances - Mon 8th Feb: 16:30pm - 18:00pm 
Elvira Santamaría, Denys Blacker, Lee Hassall, Victoria Gray, Nathan Walker

Friday performances - Fri 12th Feb: 18:00pm - 21:00pm 
Elvira Santamaría, Denys Blacker, Lee Hassall, Victoria Gray, Nathan Walker, Francesca Steele, Harriet Plewis, Sarah Riseborough, 
Helen Collard.
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Figure 58. FLARE 1: Beyond the Body Programme. 8 -12 February 2015. 

 

 

Wed Feb 10th

Mon Feb 8th

09 00h-10 00h 
10 10h-10 15h 
10 15h-12 30h 
12 30h-13 15h 
13 15h-14 30h 
14 30h-16 00h 
16 00h-16 15h 
16 30h-18 00h 

Tues Feb 9th

09 00h-10 00h 
10 00h-10 15h 
10 15h-12 30h 
12 30h-13 15h 
13 15h-14 30h 
14 30h-16 00h 
16 00h-16 30h 
16 30h-18 00h 

09 00h-10 00h 
10 00h-10 15h 
10 15h-11 00h 
11 00h-12 30h 
12 30h-13 15h 
13 15h-14 30h 
14 30h-16 00h 

16 00h-16 30h 
16 30h-18 00h 

Beyond  t h e  Body

09 00h-10 00h 
10 00h-10 15h 
10 15h-12 30h 
12 30h-13 15h 
13 15h-14 30h 
14 30h-16 30h 
16 30h-17 00h 
18 00h-20 00h 

Fri Feb 12th

09 00h-10 00h 
10 00h-10 15h 
10 15h-12 30h 
12 30h-13 15h 
13 15h-14 30h 
14 30h-16 00h 

16 00h-16 30h 
16 30h-18 00h 

Six Healing Sounds and Chi Kung - Tew Bunnag 
Tea and biscuits
Introduction - Harriet Plewis, Denys Blacker, Helen Collard
Workshop “The space between us” - Denys Blacker
AV Performance “Borderline” - Donna Leishman, Steve Gibson
Lunch
Research Session - Denys Blacker, Victoria Gray, Nathan   
Walker, Lee Hassall and Elvira Santamaria
Tea and biscuits
Performance - Denys Blacker, Victoria Gray, Nathan Walker,  
Lee Hassall and Elvira Santamaría

Six Healing Sounds and Chi Kung - Tew Bunnag
Tea and biscuits
Workshop “Dance Face” - Harriet Plewis
Yoga/Pranayama - Helen Collard
Lunch
Presentation “Materiality and Performance” - Cormac Power
Tea and biscuits
Screening

Six Healing Sounds and Chi Kung - Tew Bunnag
Tea and biscuits
Discussion “Death and Dying” - Christine Borland, Tew Bunnag
Yoga/Pranayama - Helen Collard
Lunch
NIRS Demo - Helen Collard, Philippa Jackson
Tea and biscuits
Screening - Kings with Straw Mats

Six Healing Sounds and Chi Kung - Denys Blacker
Tea and biscuits
Workshop “Introduction of Laban Effort Work” - Jane Arnfield
Yoga/Pranayama - Helen Collard
Lunch
Presentation “Rawson’s Rasa - sensory arousal, bodily 
engrossment” - Chris Dorsett
Tea and biscuits
Open performance space

Six Healing Sounds and Chi Kung - Denys Blacker
Tea and biscuits
Workshop “Exit Strategies” - Sarah Riseborough 
Yoga/Pranayama - Helen Collard
Lunch
Open discussion
Tea and biscuits
Performance Francesca Steele, Harriet Plewis, Helen Collard 
Sarah Riseborough, Denys Blacker, Elvira Santamaría.

Thur Feb 11th

Limited places, so please contact us as soon as possible 
for more information or if you would like to participate: 

Email: flarebooking@gmail.com
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Figure 59. FLARE II: Body Works: Excavating the Invisible. 14 May 2015. 
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BODY WOR KS EXCAVATI NG TH E I N /VI S I B LE

ORGANISATION:  Harriet Plewis / Helen Collard / Denys Blacker / Sandra Johnston
COLLABORATION: Victoria Gray / Nathan Walker / Elizabeth Ward /Francesca 
Steele/ Brian Patterson / Marita Bullmann / James King / Lee Hassall /  Christopher 
Mollon / Grace Dent / Elizabeth Black / Cally Gatehouse / Sarah Riseborough  / Stuart 
Tait / Louise Mackenzie / Janaki Nair / Sally Madge / Dave Fudge / Dean Wilson 

1 4 t h  M a y  2 0 1 6  /  1 0  0 0 h  -  2 3  0 0 h
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Figure 60. FLARE II: Body Works: Excavating the Invisible. 14 May 2015. 

LATE SHOWS WARM-UP: 17 30H - 19 00H

Cumulator Performance - 5 hour performance 
Victoria Gray, Nathan Walker, Denys Blacker, Marita Bullmann, Christopher Mollon
10 00h - 14 00h / Starting point at Gallery North moving to Streets of Newcastle
14 00h - 15 00h / Gallery North
A project organised by James King. In January one artist performed for one hour. In February 
two artists, In March three artists performed for three hours, and so on. There is no theme, but 
there is an expectation that the performative thoughts and actions of artists in the same location 
will eventually interlace with each other. A fragment joins into a whole, which is a fragment of a 
greater whole.

Christopher Mollon / Durational performance / 17 00h - 23 00h / Outside Gallery North
Christopher Mollon makes site responsive & site specific works. These can often manifest 
themselves in durational performance-installation, sculptural intervention or textworks.

Cally Gatehouse / Minimum Viable Network Utopia / 17 00h - 23 00h / Gallery North
This interactive installation is a prototype for an idealised public realm as dreamt up by network 
technology. Connect to the wifi, generate data, interact with other humans. All this and more is 
possible in the Minimum Viable Network Utopia.

Sarah Riseborough / Service / 17 00h - 18 45h / Gallery North Upstairs
A durational performance exploring the capacity of highly processed, low value and disposable 
objects to embody our humanity.

Dave Fudge / Untitled performance / 17 30h - 18 00h / Gallery North Downstairs
Exploring the space, an unplanned dialogue with objects and architecture and mapping with 
video.

Dean Wilson / Untitled reading / 18 00h - 18 15h /Gallery North Downstairs

Grace Denton / Sixty five / 18 15h -18 45h / Gallery North Downstairs
Elizabeth Black / Interactive performance / 18 15h -18 45h / Gallery North Downstairs

Louise Mackenzie / Pandora, single channel video / 18 45 - 19 00h / Gallery North Upstairs
Working in collaboration with the Institute of Genetic Medicine, Mackenzie uses synthetic 
biology techniques within art practice to consider the concept of synthetic evolution.

Janaki Nair / Technique of Meaning Making in Indian Classical Dance / 19 00h - 19 30h / 
Gallery North Upstairs
Based on Kathakali and Bharatanatyam discipline, this lecture demonstration with performance 
will explore the embodied technique of meaning- making in Indian classical dance.

Elizabeth Ward / Techno Witch Ballet / 19 30h - 20 00h / Gallery North Upstairs
In the last years Elizabeth Ward has treated ballet as a living archeological field. The lines 
and steps of the form are seen as maps laid out by previous generations for activating a 
particular resonance and resilience in the body. The critiques of ballet  being tenfold she uses 
this excavation site as a place to search for an emancipated, alive spirit embedded within the 
tangled mess of the archaic power relations ballet is known for. Techno music is central to her 
research. Why will be explained.

EARLY SHOW: 10 00H - 15 00H

THE LATE SHOWS: 19 00H - 23 00H
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Figure 61. FLARE II: Body Works: Excavating the Invisible. 14 May 2015. 

James King / Spokeneity / 20 00h - 20 15h  / Gallery North Upstairs
A flowing stream of language, with eddies, rapids and still pools; a syllable stew of sounds, words, 
letters, phonemes, connections, associations and anagramantics.

Sally Madge / Vita Brevis Ars Longa  / 20 15h - 20 45h / Gallery North Upstairs
Sally Madge will test run her newly acquired exercise bike. During the ride she will demonstrate 
its value as an aid to enjoyment and creativity, drawing on a range of subjects from colour theory 
to American rappers, philosophy, feminism and fashion. On completion of the ride she hopes to 
elicit responses from the audience as to how she can improve her performance.

Nathan Walker / Untitled performance / 20 45h - 21 05h / Gallery North Upstairs

Marita Bullman / Untitled performance / 21 05h - 21 25h / Gallery North Upstairs

Francesca Steele / Tease / 21 25h- 21 45h / Gallery North Upstairs
This piece brings together elements of fetish and performance. It aims to leave the audience 
unsatisfied, antagonised by an unattainable climax. The piece is a “stand in”, a reference to 
intimate or distant relationships. The actions parallel private discourses.

Helen Collard & Harriet Plewis / Public Address System / 21 45h - 22 00h / Gallery North
An open participatory group performance inciting biofeedback through sound.

Stuart Tait / Untitled performance / 22 00h - 22 05h / Gallery North Upstairs

Lee Hassall / Untitled performance / 22 05h - 22 25h / Gallery North Upstairs

Brian Patterson / Untitled performance / 22 25h - 22 40h / Gallery North Upstairs

Denys Blacker / Unfinished Business / 22 40h - 23 00h / Gallery North Upstairs  
An improvisation in response to thoughts and objects offered by the audience.

Friday May 13th and Saturday May 14th
Louise Mackenzie / Pithos / 19 00h - 22 00h / ¡ Baltic 39 
8 channel audio installation with terracotta vessel, synthetic DNA and the DNA of the artist.

Monday May 16th & Tuesday May17th
Elizabeth Ward / Techno Witch Ballet Workshop / 10h -17h / Squires 026
This is a practical workshop, open to everybody, totally regardless of skill level and prior experience 
of ballet with the amazing dance artist Elizabeth Ward from Vienna.
Details are here: http://technowitchballet.tumblr.com/ (be sure to scroll down)
And tickets can be booked here: https://www.eventbrite.com/e/techno-witch-ballet-workshop-
tickets-24621264866

PARALLEL EVENTS AT OTHER VENUES
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Figure 62. FLARE II: Body Works: Excavating the Invisible. 14 May 2015. 

SATURDAY 14th MAY
Artist Activity Place Start Time  Finish Time
Various artists Cumulator Performance Streets of Newcastle 10 00h 14 00h
Various artists Cumulator Performnace Gallery North 14 00h 15 00h
Christopher Mollon Performance Outside Gallery North 17 00h 23 00h
Cally Gatehouse Network Utopia Gallery North 17 00h 23 00h
Sarah Riseborough Performance Gallery North 17 00h 18 45h
Dave Fudge Performance Gallery North 17 30h 18 00h
Dean Wilson Reading Gallery North 18 00h 18 15h
Grace Denton
Elizabath Black

Performance
Performance

Gallery North 18 15h 18 45h

Louise Mackenzie Screening Gallery North 18 45h 19 00h
Janaki Nair Kathakali Dance Gallery North 19 00h 19 30h
Elizabeth Ward Techno Witch Ballet Gallery North 19 30h 20 00h
James King Performance Gallery North 20 00h 20 15h
Sally Madge Performance Gallery North 20 15h 20 45h
Nathan Walker Performance Gallery North 20 45h 21 05h
Marita Bullmann Performance Gallery North 21 05h 21 25h
Francesca Steele Performance Gallery North 21 25h 21 45h
Helen Collard Performance Gallery North 21 45h 22 00h
Stuart Tate Performance Gallery North 22 00h 22 05h
Lee Hassall Performance Gallery North 22 05h 22 25h
Brian Patterson Performance Gallery North 22 25h 22 40h
Denys Blacker Performance Gallery North 22 40h 23 00h

16th & 17th  MAY
Elizabeth Ward Techno Witch Ballet 

Workshop
Squires Building, 
Room 026

10 00h 17 00h

Gallery North
Sandyford Rd 
Newcastle upon Tyne
NE1 8ST

Squires Building
Room 026, Ground Floor
Sandyford Rd 
Newcastle upon Tyne
NE1 8ST

Baltic 39 
39 High Bridge,
Newcastle upon Tyne
NE1 1EW

P R E S E N T E D  A S  P A R T  O F 
T H E  L A T E  S H O W S  1 0

W W W . T H E L A T E S H O W S . O R G . U K

13th & 14th  MAY
Louise Mackenzie Audio installation Baltic 39 19 00h 22 00h
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Figure 63. Poster FLARE III: Sync-down, Co-Arise, Listen-In. 3-5 May 2017. 

 

Vane·Commercial Union House·39 Pilgrim St.·Newcastle upon Tyne·NE1 6QE
For more information and bookings: flarebooking@gmail.com

https://flare707.wordpress.com

3rd - 5th May 2017

Listen-In

Sync-Down

Co-Arise

A three-day event exploring mind-body connections and live encounters

FLARE 3

FLARE is supported by:FLARE is funded by:
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Figure 64. Introduction. FLARE III: Sync-down, Co-Arise, Listen-In. 3-5 May 2017. 
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Figure 65. Daily Practice and Talks at FLARE III: Sync-down, Co-Arise, Listen-In. 3-5 May 2017. 
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Figure 66. Screenings and workshops at FLARE III: Sync-down, Co-Arise, Listen-In. 3-5 May 2017 
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Figure 67. Performance and Suppers at FLARE III: Sync-down, Co-Arise, Listen-In. 3-5 May 2017. 
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Figure 68. Calendar of Events at FLARE III: Sync-down, Co-Arise, Listen-In. 3-5 May 2017. 
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Figure 69. Biographies for FLARE III: Sync-down, Co-Arise, Listen-In. 3-5 May 2017. 
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Figure 70. Credits for FLARE III: Sync-down, Co-Arise, Listen-In. 3-5 May 2017 

For more information and bookings: flarebooking@gmail.com
https://flare707.wordpress.com

FLARE 2017
FLARE wishes to thank:

AHRC -Arts and Humanities Research Council
Northumbria University

Northumbria - Sunderland Centre for Doctoral Training
Vane and our special advisor

Dr. Sandra Johnston (Northumbria University).
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3B 

APPENDIX II – INTRA-VIEWS 

 

In this appendix, I show the work that was done by Ocells al Cap to address my ideas 

about Vincular Mind. I include here the documentation from the performance. We Were 

Waiting for you. There is an extensive selection of material from the interviews, 

questionnaires, conversations and feedback forms that the participating artists have 

produced over three years. I have organised these under the chapter headings of the 

thesis and this can be read in parallel or alone. 

 

OCELLS A CAP - WE WERE WAITING FOR YOU 
 

Performed at FLARE 3, Vane Gallery, Newcastle, 4 May 2017. 

Participating artists: Denys Blacker, Natàlia Espinet, Victoria Gray, Helena Hunter Marta 

Vergonyós, Sabina Vilagut, Lesley yendell and Mireia Zantop 

 

The Performance 
 

The performance by Ocells al Cap, We Were Waiting for You, presents the audience with 

the chance to become involved in a performance, in which relationships can unfold 

without coercion, by personal choice. Anyone who has a question to ask, may take their 

place as a silent supplicant or instigator within the process. Their question is written down, 

but not shown to the performance group. The performance then unfolds in response to 

this secret question, hidden from view until afterwards and only known to the person who 

asks it. 

The role of the performance artist as protagonist is transformed by the fact that the 

content and meaningfulness is given to the work by this particular person’s participation, 

by her particular question. The person who asks the questions may take notes if desired, 

a circumstantial testimonial, a style of writing that, by nature of its immediacy comes close 

to automatic writing or stream of consciousness response. Another witness, from the 

performance group makes notes as well, in order to record only what they see. This is 

later shared with the audience. The question is also shared at the end of the performance, 

but only if the person who formed it wishes to share it. Then the two texts are read aloud, 

and a discussion takes place between audience and participants, sharing observations 

and interpretations of the actions that occurred. 
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There were striking synchronicities in nearly all the performances that unfolded during We 

were Waiting for You. There were six questions posed by different members of the 

audience. These seemed to show that an intra-communication really happened between 

the group and the questioner. The members of the group Ocells al Cap had come to 

Newcastle from different countries. They had each brought six objects in an identical 

model of suitcase, none of the group knew what the other’s objects were going to be prior 

to beginning the process. 

 

We began the performance by inviting the audience to take part in our preparatory 

practice of the Six Healing Sounds. We stood in a circle around the room, and vocalised 

loudly together, the sounds vibrating in everyone’s bodies. This felt like an active way to 

invite everyone into the room and to open the sense of collective involvement. Then we 

asked if someone would like to a create a question for the performance. A participant (who 

I will call John) offered immediately; he already had a question. He sat down and wrote it 

out, hidden from view, and then folded it up. Sabina, a member of the group, sat next to 

him to take notes. 

 
Figure 71. Ocells al Cap performing We Were Waiting for You. Photographer: Arto Polus. Ó Denys Blacker. 

 

We all stood for a while, backs against the walls, looking at him, listening, sensing. Soon, I 

got up and took a wooden yoke from my suitcase and crawled on all fours across the 

room towards him. I felt a sense of burden. Marta took out of her case a small white teddy 

bear and placed it on my back. I kept moving towards John, stopping in front of the table 

where he sat. I stretched out my leg behind me, Marta and Mireia supported me. I stood 

up and moved back to the wall. Natàlia tied a string around the neck of the teddy bear, 

placed it in front of the table and very slowly pulled it across the room to her. I called out in 

a child-like voice, ‘mummy, mummy…’. Mireia offer something to Natàlia who was 

impassive.
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Figure 72. Ocells al Cap performing We Were Waiting for You. Photographer: Arto Polus. Ó Denys Blacker. 

 

I got up and began to untangle the string to release the bear. Marta took the bear and 

placed it on the table in front of the questioner. Rolling up the string I placed it in a ball on 

the table. Mireia hugged Natàlia, the others watched silently. 

 
Figure 73. Ocells al Cap performing We Were Waiting for You. Photographer: Arto Polus. Ó Denys Blacker. 

 

The Readings 
 

After the performance we listened to the reading of the texts. We asked ‘John’ if he would 

read us his notes, he had written, 

 
Yoked to past 

Burden 

Ties that bind 

People slippery falling 

Heart of stone 

Mother/parents 

Burden being put away 

And done with 
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-but in 

reality still there. 

 
Then Sabina read us her notes; 

We want to go blindly but we  

cannot 

ploughing the way laden, 

carrying the weight of another 

as if it were your own, 

a dog that plays, but 

there is a rope, someone hanging 

but it it’s not hanging, it’s a game 

The weight continues in  

an extraneous cobweb 

looking for the point of balance 

It’s no longer alien. 

And another collects the remains 

A dragging childhood, 

a lethargic memory very 

far away  

Over time we become accustomed 

almost without wanting to 

Healing, relief, 

substitute the weight to let it go, how to deactivate a  

mine that you have trodden on  

But everything comes around to face us. 

 

Afterwards ‘John’ read us his question: 

‘Is it right for me to go to University in 2018?’ 

 

Then ‘John’ explained to us that he had not been able to go to University because he had 

spent many years looking after his parents. They had both died and he was considering 

going back to study. Neither the artists performing, nor note-taking, had any previous 

knowledge of this person or his life, so it is striking to see that elements of his question are 

clearly visible; a burden, childhood, relief and a dilemma. Marta offered him the bear to 

keep, saying that she thought that the bear should go to university. 

This was a particularly powerful performance for all of us and over the next few days I 

wrote to ‘John’ to make sure he was feeling alright about what he had experienced. 
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He wrote back that he was fine. It had been he said, 

 
inspiring, challenging and provoking’. He asked me to thank the group for the bear, 

adding, ‘he informs me that he is called José - after Buenaventura Durruti. He has 

already been involved in a mail-art project as José the ArtBear. 

 
I passed on the news to Marta, who had given ‘John’ the bear in the performance and she 

wrote back immediately, saying, 

 
How strange, when we were preparing the suitcases, I had in mind my 

grandfather’s suitcase that is in the attic at home, full of all his mementos from the 

civil war. Now I have it and I had thought of giving it all to the group. Amongst his 

things there is a letter from Benaventura Durruti, who he fought with in the war, 

until the end. Please explain to John…that he is an anarchist bear…Mmm, 

interesting transmission, it makes me happy… 

 
Although ‘John’ knew that some of the artists were from Catalonia, he had no idea about 

Marta’s family or that her grandfather had fought with the anarchists. The interesting thing 

about this particular case is, that it seems to be an intercommunication that has elongated 

in time beyond the gallery space, a continuation of a proposal to become connected for a 

creative purpose through vincular mind, that has stretched into the future as José ArtBear, 

and into the past, reaching back in time to Marta’s grandfather. There are many more 

examples of this kind of similar synchronicity during the work with Ocells al Cap, too 

numerous to list. This material is not gathered as proof of any psychic power, rather it is 

evidence of our connection as humans, and as such nourishes our own investigation and 

speculation about how we might develop such connection in an ethical way. 

 

Here is just some of the feedback from Flare III. 

 

Feedback from Lesley Yendell 
 

The question should I go to university, started with rapidity. Denys was on hands and 

knees and then Marta placed the little dog on her back, somehow, and I can't remember 

how it was caught in a cord, and there was a totally dramatic change of pace as Natalia 

slowly drew it toward her. It was a strong moment, and I felt everyone understood the 

feeling and all the associated emotions. 

The way sometimes some people don't join in, but just watch somehow adds a strength to 

the work, witnesses/sentinels/sharers in a ritual or does it extend beyond that, are they 

interpreting or projecting something more that influences the direction the pieces take? 
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We are wholly present in all these moments together and alert to each other and what is 

going on. 

 

Also, in the note writing for the last piece I felt pretty tuned in. The note taking is an 

interesting counter point to the improvisation, as it requires observation. Being put in the 

position of witness also make us more mindful of what and how we do things within the 

improvising space of the oracle situation. 

Re: objects, I loved the objects, I thought they were really enriching visually. I wonder if 

they influenced the questions. It was surprising how many objects were repeated, the 

survival blanket in my case, the fluffy toy in the case of Marta and Natalia and I think there 

were others. I guessed Mireia would bring feathers, was surprised by Marta’s broken plate 

synergies at work perhaps, or logical artists decisions. We seemed to do a lot of arranging 

and rearranging on the floor with objects, like a sort of communal drawing.... 

 

Objects 

My criteria for objects...pieces that could be shared, explored, discovered. This was the 

intention in their selection. I wasted my stretchy bags through nervousness but have 

learned from that. My survival blanket went with the thinking of something that could be 

unfolded and grow in size, however it didn't make it out of the case.... the comb chose 

itself; it was the one object I didn't intervene with and yet it demanded to come. 

 

Question. In bringing the objects have we already half decided what to do with them? 

What would happen if we swapped suitcases, so we didn't have pre-knowledge of the 

objects and what we might do with them? Or simply leave open all the suitcases so 

everyone can choose what they like.  

Influence of the space. It was small for the number of artists and led to a tendency of 

clumps, or tight groups, perhaps this was why the writer and questioners ended up being 

physically included. 

 

Conclusions /more questions 

Yes, Ocells functions. Let's do more.  

It is a highly interesting way of working that is forming strong intuitive bonds between us. 

 

Re synergies and coincidences: they are there. How has it arrived through working 

together? Because we are all from a similar cultural background, because we are all 

women, because we are all artists? 
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Feedback from Laurel Jay Carpenter 
 

I have been thinking about the performance in response to my private question and find 

myself looking at the image of the residue fairly often.... I wish I could remember more: the 

order of events, where the performers not in the center of the movement were placed.... I 

have a general feeling of the performance as an experience, and as a response, and I 

remember some gestures clearly, but I am certain there was more to decode.... I do 

believe the performance offered a way to approach my question, a new perspective. Like 

a tarot reading, where the images symbolize some large trends, and the interpretation 

holds the key, it got to what I know myself deep inside, and helped to express that... It 

guided my thinking, bringing some less accessible information to the surface. I trust it. 

Maybe perhaps because I am familiar with performance as a language, I had believed that 

this was a way to respond to a question. And I trusted that the energy carried my secret 

question to the performers, as they were tuned into it. But I am a believer, so of course, I 

believed. I guess belief is an important aspect of it. Open to believe. 

 

I do think about the performance as a response. I was invested in the action/artwork in a 

way I usually am not. It was for me. I was interested in the beauty and poetry of the 

others' performances.... and I was interested in watching their responses, to see what 

moved them. But my performance was special for me, of course. I wanted to ‘get it’ in a 

way that was unique for me as a viewer, and in some ways still want to get it....  

 

The images I think about a lot are: the fact that the performance referenced divining: the 

stones and keys spilled out like I-Ching. And that it references fate. It was as if the 

performance let me know it was in fact a response to my question. It needed to ‘convince’ 

me, first. Then, the heart of the matter: the bowl smashing to the ground. And the number 

plates. I think about the ‘1’ being broken then put back together, after the bowl smashed. 

And lots of small parts that were rebuilt in new ways, repaired or allowed to accumulate to 

make something new. Parts becoming whole. This takes the pressure off my question 

‘Should I stay with him or walk away.’ The performance seemed to say: things shift, and 

perhaps break, but recombine in new forms, pay attention to the details. The smash may 

be dramatic, but the tenderness of the collection and repair is what counts. I also think 

about the switching number plates a lot. The 5 and the 3 that swapped between 53 and 

35. I realized that when he is 35, I will be 53. That seems to put a timeframe on my 

question, 4 years from now…curious for something so concrete to come out of the rest of 

the event that felt so metaphoric. Because of the gestures of bringing together, I did feel 

that staying is the ‘answer’.... and I am sure this is what I wanted to hear (as the bringing 
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together seems more significant than the breaking/scattering, even as the breaking was 

so intentional and directed). It is almost as if the breaking/scattering was done just to allow 

the action of re-joining. The scatter was to see the big picture, to take stock, but it seemed 

clear that the bits belonged together. Mostly I was left with a feeling that I was understood. 

That what I wanted, longed for deep down is felt and recognized by compassionate, 

generous others. That we all have experiences of being broken and repaired, and that I 

am not alone in my desire. We all need a tender witness to our vulnerabilities. After the 

performance, I felt close to the performers in our chatting; they wanted to know the 

question, were eager to hear my story, and to know how the performance met my 

expectations. It did feel like a healing, a spiritual connection that flooded over into the rest 

of the experience of the evening... and follows me still. 
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SELECTED MATERIAL FROM THE INTERVIEWS 

I have carried out many interviews during the research with key informants, to address the 

central questions of the thesis. Given the large amount of material collected during the 

three years, I have selected some of the most relevant themes that emerged during the 

process and that I have organised the relevant interview fragments under the chapter 

headings. These are intended to enrich the information within the chapters of the thesis 

and to be read in parallel with them. I have identified key areas of interest that seem 

common to many of the artists and their work and the following extracts shine a light on 

the way these artists work as well as revealing consistent similarities in their experience of 

improvisation and their priorities as artists. 

 
Figure 74. Left to right; Elvira Santamaría, Fina Miralles, Nieves Correa, Helen Collard, Martine Viale, Esther 
Ferrer, Florence Peake, Sandra Johnston, Victoria Gray, Tew Bunnag, Siobhan Mullen, Kurt Johannessen, 
Holly Slingsby, Brian Patterson, Alastair Maclennan. ã Denys Blacker.  
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Figure 75. Left to right; Mireia Zantop, Nora Tinholt, Montse Seró, Lesley Yendell, Ada Vilaró, Marta 
Vergonyós, Melina Peña, Mar Serinyá. Adelaide Maresca, Natàlia Espinet, Sabina Vilagut, Anet van de Elzen, 
Paloma Orts, Marita Bullmann, Juliette Murphy. ã Denys Blacker. 

 

 

Figure 76. Left to right: Concha Jerez, Helena Hunter, Anita Ponton, Núria Iglesias, Harriet Plewis. ã Denys 
Blacker. 

 

1A  

Inter-Temporal Being  
 

I felt completely absorbed in my presence, which maintained itself throughout the action, 

in differing waves of intensity.  I was intensely aware of the others within the space. I felt 

the vibrations were the same with each member of the group in our awareness of each 

other. The physical closeness to some members of the group related to their physical 

proximity. It felt fluid as if time were present but in suspension.  

Juliette Murphy (Feedback from Pomps of the Subsoil, 2016) 
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My experience of my own presence ranges from feeling immutable, sentinel, witness, 

transmitter, transposer, waiting, trying to respond to other members of the group. 

Presences around me; strong, vital, secure, energetic, tenacious, eager, challenging, 

broken-hearted, feline and sciurine.  

Lesley Yendell (Feedback from Pomps of the Subsoil, 2016) 
 

Like I said, until right at the end (of the performance) time didn’t exist for me. Even when 

my mind was conscious of time passing, and I spoke out loud about what I was feeling, 

worrying about if there was enough time, with the question ‘is there time’ and at the same 

time that I said these words, an uncontrolled, non-existent time was generated in me.  

Montse Seró (Feedback from Pomps of the Subsoil, 2016). 
 

Time space felt fluid as if time were present but in suspension. 

Juliette Murphy (Feedback from Pomps of the Subsoil, 2016). 
 

So, in trauma what happens is that the nervous system can’t deal with it kind of, I guess it 

gets locked there somehow. So, I think, in those places, you’ve got a real mix of time and 

space. You might have memory and trauma that are yours, that might have been from 

when you were two years old, for example but it might be a trauma, a memory from being 

in the womb; it might also be transgenerational. So, it might be from another body which is 

your mother’s or your mother’s body and who knows from where else. And I really think 

that in the back, in the spine, if information is received through the back, it’s definitely this 

place which is not mine. It belongs to a collective body, because this information and this 

resonance or echo is something which is held but is not mine; it just seems that it’s stuck 

there. 

Victoria Gray (Interview at Flare 3, 2017). 
 

I experience an inner opening. Perceptive capacity increases. The decision that becomes 

clear during the action is the fruit of attention and not intention. The otherness is diluted, 

without losing the notion of being a particular agent. Individuality is overcome from this 

point on. Thought is located in the body. The discursive mind disappears to make space 

for synaesthetic images. Poetry appears. Time is spherical; past, present and future co-

exist simultaneously. 

Núria Iglesias (Feedback from FEM_16, 2016) 
 



 

 
199 

During the exercises, time was slower. During the group performance I lost a sense of 

time at different points. Other times it seemed like the performance was happening in a 

different time/space to the viewers and passers-by - us slower, them, faster.’  

Siobhan Mullen (Feedback after Bbeyond workshop, Empathy, Belfast, 2015). 
 

2A  

Inter-Sensual Knowing 
 

Of course, yes it has a lot to do with this, because first there is what you are feeling, and 

then, what the other person is feeling. Because for me it’s very clear, that you can notice 

how suddenly, the audience is captivated by what is happening, or it’s bored, or restless. 

This is a space that you notice, because unconsciously in the way they move or the noise 

they make, there is a kind of connection with others that really causes something to 

adjust. You can’t have very rigid guidelines, because according to how you are listening, 

it’s a bit like an orchestra. Depending on how you are listening to others, you must put 

yourself in time, regardless of what your score says. In a way you are following it, but 

while listening to both parts; including the part that connects you to others, where you 

might see something happening or not, and then you might choose to make this 

connection or not. For me, it’s important to develop this listening, to ask ‘what is 

happening. 

Nieves Correa (Interview at Can Obert, 2017). 
 
I need to be in a certain mood, or in a certain way of experiencing the whole atmosphere. 

It’s not just by seeing, it’s also feeling. It’s like all my antennas are opened, so I can hear 

what is happening behind me, I can see, I can hear, I can feel people moving, so it’s a 

very conscious moment, and it depends whether I have the ability to get out and not leave 

this consciousness, and get back in. It depends on my energy level, but I like to stay in 

this kind of, mood, in this way of doing. 

Marita Bullmann. (Interview at Can Obert, 2017). 
 
This is exactly where I go back to thinking about performance, it’s about going underneath 

the experience that’s visible and to really get to, what is before? What’s brewing? What is 

underneath? What is about to happen? And if we can just kind of get into that space a 

little bit more, I think we could really apprehend and be present for things when they occur 

or perhaps stem the flow of something which might be quite destructive. It’s about getting 

information and making decisions with as much information as possible and it seems to 

me that 95% of the information we have, we are just not accessing. And if we could do 
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that, both in performance and in an everyday sense, it would be a much richer, much 

fuller, much more ethical space to be.  

Victoria Gray (Interview at Flare 3, 2017). 
 
 Something that I’m interested in is vibration. It’s taken me a long time, I’ve been 

practicing for a long time, sixteen or seventeen years and actually it’s only in about the 

last three years that I’ve thought how actually, vibration is really important to this practice. 

About how my body is vibrating, and then you start to think about how other things are 

vibrating, you know, oscillations of the seasons, the day and the night, how other people 

are. 

Helen Collard (Talking about yoga in her practice, Interview at Flare 3, 2017). 
 

Towards the end, I was conscious of how calm I was doing what I really wanted to do, and 

that made me feel powerful. Maybe this was the most powerful experience for me, being 

able to do what you want.’ Montse Seró (Pomps of the Subsoil, 2016). 

I have slippages in time, when I don’t remember where I was. 

Montse Seró (Feedback from Pomps of the Subsoil, 2016). 
 

I suppose the first thing I’m trying not to do is to think and… for myself, I’m trying to feel… 

and I suppose that’s with all of my body. And… but I’m also watching… and I’m trying to 

be really aware of what other people are doing. But I’m not always successful at it. I 

mean, sometimes I’m reacting to something inside myself and I’m not really quite sure 

what way to go, and I sort of have those moments of doubts, and then I, sort of, just try 

and wait until I find something clear to react to, or to respond to, or if not, then I do 

something which perhaps will open things up for other people to come to me. So, I’m 

trying to do it with the group, and, I don’t know, sometimes I’m more successful than 

others. 

Lesley Yendell (Interview at FEM_17, 2017). 
 

Being in a scientific age, we’ve really limited our means of knowing. We’ve confined it to 

very specific terms and methods which don’t account for other things. How much time do 

they spend trying to look at synapses in your brain, trying to understand what thinking is?  

Marilyn Arsem (In conversation with Denys Blacker by Skype, 2017) 
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Art, and above all the artists, can influence and change reality, because it is within the 

actual process of artistic creation to transform reality of things. The artists by making their 

work produce changes in relation to what has been done before. This change produces a 

transformation.’ 

Concha Jerez (Interview in Barcelona). 
 
Inside the improvisation, I felt I had to empty my mind and respond in the moment without 

forethought. I would rather describe it as proprioceptive than telepathic. We were also 

physically responding to the space, the objects and each other. This doesn’t exclude the 

telepathic element however – it includes it as part of the overall intersubjective 

experience. 

Anita Ponton FEM_16, 2016 
 

3A  

Inter-Communication 
 
 It is almost like hovering on a something, balancing and teetering and almost on the edge 

of falling off the performance or being in the moment. And, I think, you can easily, fall off a 

performance if you aren’t able to hold on to it, and it’s like a thread, it’s so small and so 

subtle, but it’s definitely about energy, the exchange of energy and awareness of energy 

in the space. A feeling, a concrete feeling. People often say it’s a gut feeling but I don’t 

feel it in my gut. I feel it in my back. I really feel it there. This is where I feel like I receive 

everything. It’s through the back. I would say I felt it across the top of the back, here, 

across the shoulder blades.  

Victoria Gray (Interview at Flare 3, 2017). 
 
I think it’s a process where you are open to the sensing of a situation, of what we are 

working with. But then the knowing, and the analysis and the perception comes afterwards 

when we are talking about it and I think that’s quite an important part of me. That we do 

the work and then we talk about the work and then we talk about the title and then the 

conversations that we have between us afterwards about what’s happened in the one 

interpretation or particular action. 

Victoria Gray (Interview at Flare 3, 2017). 
 
I think it’s to do with this sense of feeling compassion and empathy, that it’s seeing 

through the heart, really, rather than seeing in that way. But it feels from behind. Yes, but 

it’s probably all around as well. I did Skinner releasing, and I teach Skinner releasing 
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techniques and there are a lot of these kinds of things about this space that sits behind 

the body. She was quite an amazing visionary woman, Joan Skinner, and a lot of the 

images are about falling into this space behind, you know? Backwards, and, I wonder 

whether there is something. I can definitely feel this space behind one opens up, but it’s 

not just behind, it’s probably, kind of, slightly diagonal feeling as well. 

Florence Peake (Interview by skype, 2017) 
 

It’s more than 360º, even when there are people behind you, you are capturing what is 

happening. It’s like a kind of antenna or radar, I think, and it doesn’t matter where you are 

or where it is situated. I don’t know whether this comes in from somewhere, whether it 

come in by our senses, maybe by hearing, but not necessarily, it’s more like a 

combination of all of them. But it’s not by sight, because I rarely look at the audience, so it 

must come in by another sense that isn’t sight. That’s interesting because sight is an over 

exploited sense isn’t it? We’re pretty clumsy with hearing and taste as humans because 

our sight is so over developed. At this moment, I think there are other senses, that I don’t 

know which they are, that are put to work and so you can capture other things, by entering 

into this particular space of communication. 

Nieves Correa (Interview at Can Obert, 2017) 
 

I suppose I feel it here. 

DB Are you showing me your chest? 

MA Well it’s more like…you know… 

DB Heart space? 

MA Yeah…. I’m probably not…… 

DB Is it forward looking, is it directional? 

MA No, and I think, more, there’s a kind of astral projection aspect about it where I’m a 

little bit behind and above myself, looking through myself and out a different set of eyes. 

DB Where would you put that point? 

MA It’s also through the looking, seeing. 

DB Is the seeing, directional or is it only forward? 

MA No, I suppose it’s a kind of seeing that’s behind me. 

Marilyn Arsem (In conversation with Denys Blacker by Skype, 2017) 
 

I mean it’s not actually to look inward to the heart. I often find myself in performances 

looking behind the heart. That may seem like a strange distinction but sometimes the 

heart is too vulnerable but there’s a dark space behind that, maybe for me that’s what 

Alastair (Maclennan) is talking about, with infinite space, if I can reach into that then I can 
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feel a complete connection to the activity that I’m involved in, no more and no less. I don’t 

question it or judge it or fear it, you know; ‘is it enough?’. I’m beyond these distinctions 

and it’s very interesting when you enter into an action that is mesmerising for you and it 

makes me feel like a child. I think of these states of what I would call seamless play that 

you are capable of in childhood where one idea, or movement, or story, or object connects 

to another, to another, to another, to another. It moves under the table, it moves down the 

table leg, it moves across the floor, it goes up the door, it comes with you, you know? But 

still something is continuous, there’s a momentum that you’ve begun, and if you have the 

courage to go with it and if you can keep in this effortless space then it can sustain itself 

for quite a long time, but when it’s done it’s done and there is almost a grieving for 

something that was there, that sustained you and fed you.  

Sandra Johnston (Interview at Flare 3, 2017). 
 

It’s just trying to move down into your body, for me and to be aware. And, not be too 

logical in thinking, or try not to think, try just to feel. So, it’s stopping this part, and I try to 

take things from the centre of me. I think that’s about as accurate as I can get with where 

it’s coming from. I mean, I haven’t actually pinned it down to an actual space, but when 

we’re working in the group and we’re in those moments, just before you are doing 

something you are trying to think or pick up on what the people who have posed the 

question are thinking. Then I concentrate a lot and I look at the people a lot and try to 

open up any channel that might be able to, perhaps, pick up a clue as to what the phrase 

is, or what the colour is, or the object is. That’s how I try and work.  

Lesley Yendell (Interview at FEM_17 Can Obert, 2017). 
 

 In performance and in improvisation, I need to be in a certain mood, or in a certain way of 

experiencing the whole atmosphere. So, it’s not just by seeing, it’s also feeling, it’s like, all 

my antennas are opened, so I can hear what is happening behind me, I can see, I can 

hear, I can feel people moving. So, it’s a very conscious moment, and it depends if I have 

the ability to get out and not leave this consciousness, and get back in. It depends on my 

energy level, but I like to stay in this kind of, mood, yes, in this way of doing. It’s also very 

concentrated. 

Marita Bullmann (Interview at Can Obert, 2017) 
 

I’m almost floating beside or behind or above myself and in a strange way a witness to my 

own body. This doesn’t happen very often, but it is another circumstance and condition 

that can happen in performance art, and these things are fleeting and they’re kind of 
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difficult to articulate because, of course, that’s also caught up in the language of trauma 

and how people deal with the effects of fight, flight or freeze. 

Sandra Johnston (Interview at Flare 3, 2017). 
 

Maybe in the last years, I locate this intuitive knowing in my chest, near the heart or in the 

heart and not so much in my stomach, like I did a few years ago. My stomach used to give 

me certain signals about what was happening around me or to me. But now my chest is 

very sensitive. So, if I feel a danger for my own security or my identity, not a great danger 

to my life, but to my identity, then it can even generate pain. But it can also generate 

positive emotion and that’s when I can, maybe, dance with the other person, empathise 

with them and all this is converted into something that for me is a level of communication. 

Elvira Santamaría (Interview at Flare 3, 2017). 
 

I enter into a new state, that I might compare to when I meditate, I don’t know if there is 

any word to describe it, but it’s as if space itself was conscious, inside and outside of the 

body.  

Montse Seró (Feedback from FEM_16, 2016). 
 

It’s like, actually having consciousness in quite a few, or lots of different places at the 

same time, it’s like being so bathed and everywhere, and at the same time,  

feeling my body more physically than I ever feel normally, the body feeling, does that 

make sense? 

Florence Peake (Interview by skype, 2017). 
 

So, when I say I move or work kinaesthetically, what I mean is that I’m trying to get to that 

really deep level of not having a consciousness of the body but a consciousness with the 

body, so that they become the same thing. And it’s on a very, very small, very detailed 

scale, so I'm thinking through how to get attuned to the organs, the muscles, the glands, 

the fluids, the fascia especially the autonomic nervous system, because this is the 

nervous system that is apparently out of our control, because it happens automatically, 

you know, it regulates the organs, the glands, the hormones and energy levels in the 

body. But I think that these things can be accessed, they can be controlled, they can be 

modulated, they can be worked with. So, I’m trying through kinaesthetic means to get to 

that point where I can, like we said about a wireless or a Wi-Fi, can kind of really tune in to 

that place. So that I can make a decision in a performance, in a situation where things 

might change. The only way I can make a decision about what to do next, or make the 

right decision for example, is through that sense so, what feels right. And I think if I was to 
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put it in a place in my body it would be in my back because I feel like I’m kind of edging 

towards the decision or the way, how do I want to move in this room? I need to feel it with 

my body, usually with my eyes closed. 

Victoria Gray (Interview at Flare 3, 2017). 
 

1B 

Synchronicity 
 
Moving from the experience of the space between us, the ‘inter’, I asked whether it is 

possible to experience a space that is inclusive as in the prefix- syn that is with or 

together. This is an understanding that takes into account interconnectivity and the 

possibility of simultaneous understanding that can transcend time and space, such as in 

moments of synchronicity, inspiration or of discovery.  

 

The situation that I might find myself in, in the moment of improvisation, is not going to be 

the same that I find in any other space or with other people. This demands my attention 

and is a very simple way of waking up. Then, I am able to perceive a little more about the 

other person in the situation and this is when the synchronicity of events can occur, that 

are almost like miracles, really, like epiphanies because they happen in this moment, for 

two or three people and something happens that someone else might not understand, or 

even be interested in. For me, this experimentation is an attempt to get into such a space 

with another person who can, from the beginning, be open to this space and extend it in 

time. I’m totally convinced that this is a way of knowing yourself, in such a way that you 

know that absolutely nothing can be confirmed 100%, there is no affirmation that we have 

in relation to the other or in relation to what we communicate. Then this communication is 

converted into something vital in certain moments, truly vital. 

Elvira Santamaría (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

 So, I was thinking, what is it that’s happening with these actions that connects them? 

That we can be doing the exact same action just days beforehand, and then somebody 

else does it as well. How much are we in control of that? You know, what are we tapping 

into? When we know we are going to these spaces to interact and communicate and what 

is it that’s happening with that?  

Siobhan Mullen (Interview at FEM_17, 2017). 
 

I believe that there is a collective imagination. I don’t know if this imaginary is something 

that is more transcendental than just the reality that we are in now, immersed in a similar 
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culture, and in similar creative processes. But it does happen that there are recurring 

objects and situations, things that many artists have used and are still using without 

having planned it. It has happened to me. We were making a work recently with a cloth 

and we saw the work of another artist who is doing the same work with a cloth, but we had 

no idea about her work. 

Nieves Correa (Interview at Can Obert, 2016). 
 

In most of the actions (in which someone asked a question that the group was to divine 

through performative action), it was possible to read connections to the original question 

in the improvised physical actions. Once one has knowledge of the question it is of course 

easier to interpret the actions. For my question (about leaving the city), I watched the 

action and attempted to fit it to the question. For example, I saw the three women as 

representing me and my two children and the conclusion was surprisingly coherent. But 

when we didn’t know what the question was, there were synchronous moments between 

performers (as physical action in harmony) and these seemed to be the moments when 

the action got closest to the question being asked. They happened, even if only briefly, in 

each of the actions I observed or participated in. However, these moments are fleeting 

and amorphous in nature. It is almost impossible to quantify exactly what those moments 

were and how ‘accurate’ they might be.  

Anita Ponton (Feedback from FEM_16, 2016). 
 

If there is a real influence (of Zen) it’s the part I call folkloric - but I don’t mean it in a 

pejorative sense- the emphatic gesture. In my performances, many times I realise that, 

consciously or unconsciously, I use this gesture that has great significance for me, it’s a 

sort of illuminating: ‘Paf!’. Suddenly you see something you didn’t see before, something 

that alters reality.  

Esther Ferrer (Interview at Can Obert, 2016). 
 

SM – There’s a synchronicity there that you can perform the same action, and, next thing, 

somebody performs it days later. How does that happen? There definitely is some sort of 

thing that we’re tapped into that we’re not even aware of before we come here, into these 

spaces, to make these actions. It’s like they are already there, and it’s like we’re creating 

spaces where we’re just tapping into these spaces, to allow these actions to come out. I 

don’t know, it’s not even the objects themselves that are the important things, you know, 

they are just signifiers that you can recognise, where you think ‘oh, that’s a similar object’. 

But it’s not what’s happening, it’s not the process. I don’t know, what do you think about 

that? 
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DB – Yes, I think that there’s some kind of energy, but we don’t know what it is yet; some 

unidentified energy field, or force that seems to happen across time and space 

simultaneously. It’s not something that takes time to travel. So, I think, it’s a kind of 

simultaneous thing and synchronicity is some kind of clue to the mechanism and to how it 

works, that’s not something that is cause and effect. 

Siobhan Mullen and Denys Blacker (In conversation at FEM_17, 2017). 
 

In this performance, I didn’t feel any synchronicities, not in the objects, colours or 

movements. Maybe I needed to connect more to the group, I think I was too closed into 

myself.  

Montse Seró (Feedback from Pomps of the Subsoil, 2016) 
 

I think that I felt synchronicity in all the actions. In one way or the other, I identified a lot 

with what was going on and I could apply it to my own experience or feelings at that 

moment.  

Melina Peña (Feedback from FEM_16, 2016) 
 

 Reality is something that we each see in a different way. It has been useful for me to 

observe reality, in order to be able to appreciate, in a way, some of the thought patterns 

that I see, but above all it helps me to see what there is beyond this reality. 

Concha Jerez (Interview in Barcelona, 2012). 
 
When I made the costume for the Ocells al Cap two-hour performance that we did at 

Escena Poble Nou, I prepared over 80 origami birds which were hung on lengths of 

fishing line so that they floated in space. As this was an upcoming performance at the 

time, I mentioned it to no-one as it was part of the telepathic process, we were all involved 

in. To my absolute amazement, during the process of making the birds, I received a hand-

written card from Maia (my daughter), sent from Wales, which contained a blue origami 

bird she had made for me in the colour of my outer costume. She then sent photos of her 

bedroom which she was decorating with a whole series of origami birds. Neither of us had 

ever made so many, at the same time, a thousand miles apart. 

Juliette Murphy (Feedback from FEM_16, 2016) 
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2B 

Symbiotic  
 

Art is about the human condition, at least for me, it’s about how to express our human 

condition. And these practices are about looking at our human condition and our nature. 

And, I think, through those practices we are interdependent on each other, on an 

environment, but often that ticking neoliberal machine shuts us off from this a lot of the 

time. So, it’s a way into that interdependent, that true nature, that I think, not only is it 

helpful in your own life, but also a way to be freer. It’s about the freedom. 

Helen Collard (Interview at Flare 3, 2017). 
 

I’ve been doing a lot of body-mind centring and looking at trauma, when too much 

information is received in the body and how that gets stuck in synapsis between the 

nerves. Maybe this is like a metaphor, but performance for me is being in that place where 

you are between nerve endings, and it’s this place where information is really stuck and 

condensed and compacted and it’s a really live space where information is just too much, 

it’s overwhelming and it’s unable to have been processed through the body in a safe way, 

perhaps.  

Victoria Gray (Interview at Flare 3, 2017). 
 

When you’ve experienced these moments of intense paralytic fear or trepidation, well, if 

there’s no security left inside your body then it’s almost like part of you escapes to stand 

to one side until it’s safe to return. So, for me, with performance art, and back to the 

question of, as I understand it, emptying out in order to make space for something new to 

happen.  

Sandra Johnston (Interview at Flare 3, Newcastle). 
 

It’s a body-mind communication. That’s to say that one doesn’t put all the emphasis in a 

closed communication in the form of thoughts-words, but rather you listen with your whole 

body and the other person’s body and you trust in a primary-spontaneous instinct. At first, 

there might be feelings of insecurity in this language form, but as you work, you gain 

confidence in this intuition and you gain a fluidity which is what permits a deeper kind of 

communication. 

Graciela Contreras (Feedback from FEM_16, 2016). 
 

 

 



 

 
209 

 So, for me, in performance to draw attention to the senses that are lesser used, felt like a 

political thing, because it was bringing something to the fore that was otherwise pushed 

into this realm of unconscious, non-conscious, pre-conscious, when, actually, those things 

are there for the taking, it’s just how we access them. And I do think that finding 

techniques to do that is a political thing, that is kind of activism. It 

becomes political to train that. It’s like another kind of training, of how do you prepare 

yourself for the world? Especially the world we live in. I think we live in a world that’s really 

about energy I’m affected a lot by what I would call energy and have been for my entire 

life and it’s only in the last two years I have really started to call it that and to see how that 

crosses over into experiences that might be classed as parapsychological or 

paraphenomenal, the kind of things that maybe aren't talked about in society. So, you 

don’t talk about them yourself and you think that it’s just you.  

Victoria Gray (Interview at Flare 3, 2017). 
 

It’s like a small shaft of light, that you enter suddenly, and you have the absolute certainty 

that this is it. These are brief instants where something cellular is transformed because it 

is authentic, it’s true and it’s clean. It come just like that, then thoughts, reasoning arrive a 

few seconds later and try to analyse and dialogue and it disappears. It seems like there’s 

no place left, that the feeling is cancelled out, but no, this isn’t a sensation that you can 

cancel out because it’s an intrinsic part of us. It’s just like a fog that falls over us, where 

you can’t see anything, or feel telepathy or anything. But when the fog lifts, and the shafts 

of light reappear, then it come back and then everything is easy, and you can fly alone or 

in company. And just to feel one second of this authenticity, it’s worth working hours and 

hours your whole lifetime. I look for that and sometimes, I get close, I can smell it, I know 

it’s there. 

Ada Vilaró (Feedback from FEM_16, 2016). 
 
This kind of interconnection works by way of creating certain signals or signs through the 

body. Sometimes if you are still really, really still, maybe paralysed, it’s a signal, that can 

provoke something in us, even uncertainty. These are communicated through emotions, 

that for me are just energy. We feel it in the body, we feel it in the stomach, in the heart in 

the nerves and we can feel it as preoccupation. But more than just identifying what we 

feel, these are energies, things that move us. I am in no doubt that this kind of 

communication is always there, and you can refine it. If we know ourselves more and we 

know the signals that we are sending out and the possible interpretations on a conscious 

and unconscious level, then this way of communicating can generate positive responses, 

or harmony. Harmony is always in relation to something, with the other, and it can create 
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empathy, creating ways of conducting ourselves so that these emotions are filtered and 

transformed. I have no doubt that in performance and outside, this is functioning all the 

time, always; it’s vital for the species. 

Elvira Santamaría (Interview at Flare 3, 2017). 
 

3B 

Vincular Mind 
 

It seems that what we need in these times is a practice which is neither artistic, political, 

spiritual or therapeutic, but that combines all of those things and it has the potential to 

develop techniques for accessing the senses in a very different way to what we have been 

doing for the last however many hundreds of years. Because we’ve deadened so much of 

ourselves and denied so many of our sensations. There’s a quite common quote from 

Rancière’s Politics of the Senses about what he calls ‘the distribution of the sensible’ and 

how that is a political thing. It’s not a coincidence how we lead with certain senses over 

others and how certain things are invisible as opposed to being visible. Certain things are 

audible, some things are sayable, and it’s not a coincidence that that is a political thing. To 

play with that and de-construct that and to attune differently can be a political thing. 

Victoria Gray (Interview at Flare 3, 2017). 
 

Standard forms of communication are well understood. What then of mind (and body) to 

mind (and body), without speech or explanation? Non-verbal, intuited communication is 

not solely the realm of spiritualists and god-botherers. But religion swiftly colonises such 

debates, because the element of belief, of knowing but without empirical evidence, 

creates uncertainty. And religions love nothing better than to exploit uncertainty. That 

aside, the question is: can a thought be directly communicated, from one mind to another 

without outward expression? Moreover, if the reception of that thought is then expressed, 

or interpreted, through improvised action, can that action be further interpreted (by others) 

as directly related to the original thought? And, if so, what of time? Can this only ever 

occur in the present? If we are connected to each other (we are) and there are billions of 

us, all of the billions upon billions of connections create a kind of vast neural network. A 

macrocosmic version of the thought processes in a single brain. If we can tune into those 

strands of feelings/thoughts, into those quivering strands of data, then we can know those 

thoughts or ideas; the data can be shared. As such, the future could be entirely knowable, 

with the inevitability of mathematics. 

Anita Ponton (Feedback from FEM_16, 2016). 
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I was amazed at the feeling of being within an Other. 

Juliette Murphy (Feedback from Pomps of the Subsoil, 2016). 
 

DB How do you experience communication between us when we are working in a group?  

NI Fluid, light, significant, precise and open, multidimensional. 

Núria Iglesias (In a questionnaire from FEM_16, 2016). 
 

I’ve been thinking a lot about different modes of consciousness and different worlds, 

different times and spaces, all colliding in one, so called, one body, but actually, all of this 

stuff, it doesn’t belong to one time or place, there’s no linear narrative, there’s no through 

line between cause and effect, but the body becomes like a receiver, or processor for all 

of these multiple, and I would probably say, insulant, different kinds of energies, forms of 

consciousness. To the point where it would be impossible to say ‘this is my feeling’ or ‘this 

is the feeling of the person over there’ but that it’s coming from something else which is far 

more complicated, maybe, like, networks, or like, a web of some kind. 

Victoria Gray (Interview at Flare 3, 2017). 
 

I have always concentrated absolutely to the limits of my mind. In the telepathic actions, I 

have noticed several times that a fleeting knowledge - something akin to the most 

immediate response - sometimes sweeps through my mind. As it is so fleeting, I ignore it. 

In every case, I have found that this first response, which is instinctive, is the ‘right’ 

response, and it is the one that I have ignored. 

Juliette Murphy (Feedback from FEM_16, 2016). 
 
This divination, via abstract action is a form of communication. Another level of 

communication, but no less abstract than language itself (which is a series of vocal 

sounds, locally developed) or writing (a series of marks inscribed on the surface of a 

material, in symbolic form, relating directly to speech). If art is the quintessential 

expression of abstract thought, arguably even more abstract than speech or writing, it is 

still a form of communication. The communication of abstract ideas, philosophies and 

everyday issues are conducted symbolically, abstractly, often obliquely. Physical 

gestures, the state or environment of the body that is communicating, the marks it leaves 

behind, how it sounds, are all part of the communication complex that we use in order to 

understand the true meaning of the communique. Sometimes we must speculate to 

understand. Sometimes we misinterpret clear messages. It is not an exact science. 

Anita Ponton (Feedback from FEM_16, 2016). 
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CONCLUSIONS FROM OCELLS AL CAP 

 

Question 1: Can you briefly reflect upon what has been important to you about 
working in a women-only group? 
 

My participation in this investigative project with women, was a stimulating learning 

process about the ways we perceive, know, interpret, understand and respond to the 

complex dynamics of communication and the exploration of its deeper levels. 

It was particularly important to see the ease with which women can organize themselves 

for a common cause and how they can create spaces for discussion and reflection to talk 

about the phenomenologies that have been side-lined by the dominant ideology, 

especially concerning affect and human communication, that are so exploited, little 

understood or valued as sources of individual and collective well-being. I found in this 

work, a vision of the different aspects of humanity, for studying, that was more connected 

and less segregative. And lastly, taking part in some of these experiments was a great 

stimulus and inspiration for the creative work of the participants, and this was immediately 

substantiated in the groups. And personally, in the short and long-term, these reflections 

have led me to keep studying the complex web of human communication and human 

contact. 

Elvira Santamaría (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

Working in a women-only group has been a good experience of sharing, because nobody 

seems to dominate the group. In this atmosphere, uncertain and not fully formed thoughts 

and questions have been presented, considered enlarged upon There is a sense of trust 

that has been built, however it is fragile. The broad range of age has been good too. 

Regarding the idea of telepathy, whether it exists or not this creative process has opened 

me to unconscious synergies, which I feel I am more aware of and trust. The work 

processes allow for coincidences, the unexpected and the unexplained and that is its 

fascination for me. The tools and techniques are similar to group work i.e. uniting actors 

before a production, producing a sense of trust. But it is different because it is between 

artists, we use object, draw and discuss. The four years we have worked together is a 

long period of time and has led to deep professional relationships between the long-term 

members. 

Lesley Yendell (Final Feed-back 2018). 
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To work with a group of women has been important to me to be able to go deeper into the 

subtle, sensitive and intimate areas, establishing deep connections. I have been able to 

observe and to take part in a more egalitarian distribution of power and strength that has 

allowed me to expand my creativity, imagination and also to have confidence in the 

support. It has been important to feel the easiness of friendship, the support and resilience 

in doing the exercises, to create new performances and to enjoy an understanding that is 

less rational, a wisdom that communicates to us at all times. 

Graciela Contreras (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

In my case, I’m used to working only with women, but with this work, I have observed how 

we focus on a common place, the egos are diluted and what might be competitiveness 

becomes complicity. In this sense, I value that part of the tiring effort that is needed has to 

do with having the confidence to abandon yourself to the common will as well as 

deactivating the ‘I’ in favour of ‘us’ without losing one’s own charisma that shines out of 

the singularity of each person. This is why it is very useful as a way of refining your 

perception and finding out what is your own method of inspiration because you discover it 

has a collective origin. 

Marta Vergonyós (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 
It has made me reflect upon the need we have to support each other in an environment 

where the male presence is corporative and this has led me to think about the curating of 

the festival Acción!MAD from a female perspective. There are many more women in my 

progamme now than there were when I began in 2003! 

Nieves Correa (Final Feed-back 2018).  
 

I like to work in a woman only group as it creates a very different dynamic to a mixed 

group. It is one free of gender complications and certain potential tensions. Women, when 

working together, are clear of external and internal pressure in relation to a normative 

male privilege. This is particularly marked within art practices, so the opportunity to 

develop ideas, freely and openly in a safe environment is highly welcome. It means ideas, 

that would otherwise not have been expressed, are given potentiality. 

Anita Ponton (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

When I reflect upon what has been important to me about working in a woman only group, 

I realize that the communal aspect that was naturally happening in this specific group at 

that specific time was a deep experience. In my practice as an artist I try to create a space 

where the unpredictable can be an active element. It is often not when I think about 



 

 
214 

making art, that I am making actual works. I live my life, and ideas come often from banal 

or unexpected moments. I value this fine line between the life space and the art space. 

Martine Viale (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

The intangible aspects of art practice have become more and more interesting to me. Its 
language and processes have become central in my own work. I am less concerned with 
outcomes, the final spectacle or object. I am much more interested in the visceral and the 
connections and workings of body/mind spaces. 
Helen Collard (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

I always considered it important to work with, or at least to have time with, women. They 

generate a protected collective space of mutual understanding. Maybe the process can 

become more intense, there is a deeper reflection on the subject, and this is always 

accompanied with emotion and sentiment. This is something that isn’t always possible 

when working with men.  

Melina Peña (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

It reinforced my sense of the continued importance of feminism, mutual support and 

solidarity. It allowed me to learn from artists of other generations and backgrounds in a 

trusting and safe environment, which I really valued. 

Holly Slingsby (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

For me, it’s essential that performance by women, that I understand as being more about 

processes, has a space where it can happen. Being an all-woman group, there is a 

natural respect that impregnates all the practices that we do. There’s no need to give 

reasons to anyone. The rhythmic quality that the group takes on, is very different from that 

which society expects of us, but I also feel that in all significant artistic action, beyond the 

nature of who is living it, this rhythm is present. As a woman, it gives me the opportunity to 

comprehend how I can act in this world without assuming a role that is often demanded of 

me but that is unnatural to me.  

Núria Iglesias (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

I appreciate being in a circle of women because it offers me a certain liberty to talk of 

more emotive things and I feel there is more empathy, but I also miss masculine energy 

sometimes to balance the energy that is generated. 

Melina Peña (FEM_16, 2016) 
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It’s very important and necessary the fact of being women, as the departure point is 

different, and it generates a space for a different kind of confidence and complicity. I feel 

freer, more equal within the differences of each one. I’m more interested in and enriched 

by the way each one is, feels, thinks and creates. A few years ago, I wasn’t so aware of 

this, but to be among women, I think we all reflect each other, and we feel accompanied. It 

makes us go towards the essence of each one and to empower ourselves.  

Ada Vilaró (FEM_16, 2016) 
 

 In all the years of being an artist I have noticed that in many exhibitions and also highly 

visited museums, the larger amount of the represented artists are men. At first, I thought 

this was my own sensitivity. Later on, I checked on many occasions the equal division of 

male and female participants, apart from my own ego and it remained like this. So, for me 

it was important to make a statement, and help combine, find and canalize female power. 

To work with only women guided by Denys Blacker was inspiring. The working together 

and leaving the isle of own artist-ship opened new possibilities, hope and knowledge. 

Anet van de Elzen (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

For me, working in a group of women has been enriching. To share the performance 

space with women means the performance has an added dimension much more spherical 

and complete. Each person with their experience and visions adds to the understanding of 

the process, a process that is open and in continual movement and difficult to define. To 

work only with women was very important for me. Personally, it has helped me to feel 

more comfortable and to open myself to proposals without any problems, to feel 

companionship (I accompany them and am accompanied by them in my vital artistic 

process) and at the same time I am an accomplice in a process that we are constructing 

together. 

Mar Serinyá (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

It’s a space where I could share my emotions, sensations and intimate sentiments with 

confidence, calmness and in safety.  

Montse Seró (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

I think it was important we were all women as it gave us a sense of a common bond that 

underpinned what we were doing. It made it easy to relax immediately.’  

Anita Ponton (Feedback FEM_16)  
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As I’ve only had this experience with women, I can’t make a comparison, but from my 

experience there is always between women, a greater corporal and mental relaxation, and 

this is an indispensable condition for the work we are developing. And as far as sensibility 

goes, on this point too, I notice a greater connection that happens because we are 

women.  

Graciela Contreras (Feedback FEM_16) 

 
I have found that working together in a women-only group has been a liberating process 

which has enabled me, in an automatic and absolutely natural manner, to be me. That is, 

not to hold back or to retain thoughts that I might otherwise perhaps have debated 

whether or not to have shared. It has been like an elimination of pressure, a pressure that 

may be a misconception on my part, but that, since I perceive its existence, therefore 

conditions my response. 

Juliette Murphy (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

Question 2: Were the preparatory exercises important for you? 
 

I found the exercises an essential part, and considered them as the initiation of the 

performance, since they served both as an individual and as a group focus.  

Juliette Murphy (Feedback from Pomps of the Subsoil, 2016). 
 
The preparations immediately before were absolutely necessary.’  

Lesley Yendell (Feedback from Pomps of the Subsoil, 2016) 
 

The preparation is essential. The more rooted I am, the more I can open myself to what is 

happening without hurting myself. The physical practices offer me a way of consciously 

deciding what I can or can’t sustain, without having to pass through a mental filter.  

Núria Iglesias (Feedback from FEM_16, 2016). 
 
Yes, they are basic for emptying out external noise, for connecting to our intimacy, 

returning to silence and at the same time it’s very important to share this in a group, 

because it generates a sharing that is from the body, a journey towards the essence of 

each one, where you find more strength when its shared. It generates community from 

silence. From here on, once we are attuned, we can begin to create together, in tune. 

Ada Vilaró (Feedback from FEM_16, 2016). 
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It’s very important to practice these exercises because it connects you to your centre and 

gives you greater confidence to deal with what comes to you. There is an improvement to 

both self- listening and in listening to what is around you. You learn to distinguish between 

what is your habitual way for behaving and thinking and what is appearing to you for the 

first time.  

Graciela Contreras (Feedback from Fem_16, 2016). 
 
Very important. I think they helped us to focus and relax. They also gave us a group 

connection and created a good environment in which to experiment. 

Anita Ponton (Feedback FEM_16). 
 

The importance of the meditative practice that we do first means that, I feel that it comes 

from really deep inside, and I’m completely concentrated. So, it isn’t cerebral so much as 

integral. That's what I think. That's how I would think it was.  

Juliette Murphy (Interview at FEM_17, 2017). 
 

Question 3. What repercussions has this group work had on your own practice if 
any? 
 

Being a solo artist, group work doesn’t come easy but always something comes out of it 

and it is helping me to open myself, to create room in my practice for future collaborations. 

During the work with this group, I had a lot of questions about how to make actions in a 

group in general and more specifically about how to move in group-work and how to find 

the right balance between listening and doing; What is the necessary action or the needed 

action in a given moment! This question is and will continue to create repercussions in my 

own work for a while.  

Martine Viale (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

The process in this work has had repercussions in my work in that I am aware of certain 

limitations in my own psycho-frontiers. At the same time, when I have experienced these 

frontiers in relationship to others, I have discovered moments of really original form and 

content. What has been change the most for me is the possibility of expanded attention, 

that is to say an attention to listening to myself in relation to the others. On the other hand, 

it has also meant that some of the characteristics of the ways I work that were 

unconscious, such as intuition or synchronicity, have become conscious, and I can work 

confidently with them. 

Marta Vergonyós (Final Feed-back 2018). 
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I have learnt a lot coming to live with women artists. It’s a process of retro alimentation of 

what you see and what you live and in relation to live art or performance. I believe that the 

women’s work is an important field of investigation. 

Nieves Correa (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

Yes, I trust my intuition more and I am able to enter into a creative state more often and 

have a good flow of ideas. 

Lesley Yendell (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

I always work solo, so I had to learn to be open to ideas other than my own. It was a 

refreshing challenge and I certainly feel that the group work gave another dimension to 

the way I think about spontaneous, instinctual development of ideas. 

Anita Ponton (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

My personal work process and my creative process are the same as before because I 

have a similar way of working but being with other people in similar creative processes 

has helped me to position myself as an artist, to understand and be able to reflect about 

the process together and at the same time to normalize the creative process that I live. 

Mar Serinyá (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

It has had repercussions in my work because working with the invisible, the subtle and the 

non-rational, obliges me to doubt my own artistic work (that is of a similar kind), but it’s 

thanks to this doubting that I can get to something more intense, enigmatic and enriching 

for myself and to bring it to the terrain of art which is what I find most interesting and 

prosperous for the artistic/social/personal consciousness. 

Graciela Contreras (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

Yes, I have been able to ascertain how different ways and strategies for approaching 

difficult to express individual and collective human preoccupations, and ways of 

stimulating their expression, have much to do with the connectivity that we can discover 

with other participants through the dynamic approaches to sensitisation proposed by 

Denys Blacker. Something that is important to understand and to continually reiterate, and 

something that was implicitly present when working with women, was to be aware of the 

Other human being, whoever that might be, as an important part of our balance, our 

individual and collective wellbeing. I have put into practice these ways of approximating 

Others creatively, trying to recognise their needs in the moment. Denys Blacker’s work, 

her ways of sensitisation, the dynamics of the exercises, the emphasis on spatial, 

temporal and corporeal concepts (even the subtlest physical metacommunication), gave 
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me important revelations in relation to how creativity can be at the service of the individual 

and the collective.  

Elvira Santamaría (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

This group work has been empowering in every sense. On a purely professional level, to 

interconnect with other artists who have similar preoccupations is a gift. On a personal 

level, the performance work is a form of unlocking the mind and of investigating areas that 

exist, but that are difficult to access, equivalent to finding a path out of a dark wood and 

suddenly finding an open plain bathed in light. 

Juliette Murphy (Final Feed-back 2018). 

 

Confidence in the processes. Precision, clarity and fluidity in communication; Access to 

intuitive and instinctual knowledge; increase of empathy, of listening and of internal 

silence, to mention just a few things. All of these are useful in day-to-day life because they 

offer quality of life.  

Núria Iglesias (Feedback FEM_16, 2016) 
 

More than this, I believe that the work aligned to my own work. It is a way of working that, 

in some ways, I have been practicing for some time in performance, and finding myself 

with the group it has strengthened, reinforced and nourished, along with other inputs, a 

way of working and different ways of doing and thinking about his theme. 

Melina Peña (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

 It has encouraged me to broaden my artistic horizons and use a holistic approach in my 

own practice. It has reinforced for me the importance of experimentation. 

Holly Slingsby (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 
I think it has helped me to be more open and gentler, have patience and interest in other 

artists and to create possibilities, to help each other. The art world asks for a different 

attitude; more and more it is all about discipline, recognition and struggling to find a way to 

get the work into the world for it to communicate. And then, to find the gentleness when 

the connection is made through the work. In the female projects of Denys Blacker the 

understanding of each other and an open and positive attitude, are the beginning, the 

starting point.  

Anet van de Elzen (Final Feed-back 2018). 
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I have learned to meditate. 

Anita Ponton (Feedback FEM_16, 2016) 
 

Yes, whenever you do an investigative work, new roads and new worlds appear, that 

wouldn’t have appeared, if this particular experience and process hadn’t happened. It 

particularly helps me to make a more intuitive creative work, to let the internal part free 

and to not use thought and reason so much. And to discover that they are in fact two 

parallel worlds, on one side reason and thought, that I feel is like a part of myself trapped 

in the material of my body, and on the other side, intuition is a more open, free part of 

myself, connected to an exterior energy.  

Montse Seró (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

My way has changed in that I attach more importance to my own thoughts and sensations 

because I have felt this in an experiential way, how these can resonate, (although I always 

felt that it was like this, but to actually experience it is in a way comforting). So, I pay 

special attention in calming my thoughts and emotions before starting to work to be able 

to open myself to another way of thinking and creating that is not only rational. I have an 

improved whole-body listening and a better understanding about when a sensation is 

instinctive or rational. These exercises have increased my consciousness to be able to 

know these differences and to be able to work other mental capacities.  

Graciela Contreras (FEM_16, 2016). 
 

I think that when you experience how strong interconnection can be, you start to 

reappraise other areas of your work, and in this sense, I think that I have evolved in an 

existential sense since this type of experience has a great impact on ordinary life and day 

to day existence. 

Juliette Murphy (FEM_16, 2016). 

 

Question 4: What has been of the most value to you about the experience? 
 
This kind of space for experimentation, where life experience and art experience are 

brought together in a very fluid way is quite valuable to me. The idea that if there is no 

context we can, together, create our own context and make the practice of action art grow 

and transform itself is something I believe in. In this way the ‘making aspect’ is part of a 

process. Reflecting, observing, discussing, trying things, sharing, living life is what makes 

the ‘making of the work’, possible. Also, the most valuable thing to me about the 

experience is to be in contact with the potential that this format could bring to the practice 
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of action art; I feel that it is a good time, right now, to create another kind of format to 

present this practice, an alternative and/or complement to the actual network of 

performance art festival already in place.  

Martine Viale (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

The most valuable thing for me has been to celebrate the evidence we have found of 

interconnection and also to see clearly how we hardly put this interconnection consciously 

into practice. It has been useful for me to be aware of the defences I put up in relation to 

having confidence in the unknown because the work processes are spontaneously 

created, but far from being a problem for me, this has become a revelation of beauty in 

myself and in others, that has manifested itself before my eyes, demolishing my 

prejudices. 

Marta Vergonyós (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

The oracle work was fascinating, feedback and interpretation being a vital part of it. 

Writing and reflection on what we did sustained the activity over long periods of time when 

we were not meeting. The telepathic notebooks were fascinating to do, would be great to 

see them all together and maybe do them again but over a short period of time i.e. one 

week. The group meetings and workshops were of infinite value. I have learnt to relax feel 

and interact intelligently with other artists. I have become less insecure. 

Lesley Yendell (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

 To experience other ways of engaging creatively within a collective and extraordinarily, at 

the same time, individually; the reflections that I made from doing the exercises and the 

pleasure of making something in a non-competitive environment, where the individual 

stimulus is in the way one feels and perceives oneself, through the individual physical 

body and together in a group, while exploring essentially human aspects (psychological, 

physiological, social, ideological). We could say that the desire for self-knowledge, 

overcomes the competitive vales to surpass the Other. It was magnificent!  

Elvira Santamaría (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

I have found that the constant challenge of performance work has been the unlocking of a 

door to an extension of thought and investigation; it accesses imaginative freedom. This is 

invaluable and enabling, since at the same time there is a process of tapping into a 

deeper knowledge that emerges at these moments of maximum concentration.  

Juliette Murphy (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 



 

 
222 

I have realised that, more and more, both in artistic practice, investigation and in the 

organization of events, that we can be much stronger and more important, able to think 

and to organise our work in a different way if we work together. 

Nieves Correa (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

The most valuable thing for me has been the relationships and the connections between 

us. The friendliness and feeling welcomed within a group and to make work together. 

Mar Serinyà (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

It has heightened my awareness and the importance of mind/body spaces in art practice. 

It feels opening when I have both watched and performed. There is something collective 

and conscious about the work, that makes it exciting to be a part of. What was super 

interesting, was that it almost felt the same watching as an audience member as 

performing. That’s weird for me. I have never felt so calm performing. The group dynamic, 

holds and supports the performance somehow. A kind of flocking. It feels uber human – 

uber alive – uber real. What really sticks with me is that it explores and opens up where 

might the limits of the human be. And objects too become powered by their human 

connections. 

Helen Collard (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

I really appreciate the opportunity to be able to form part of this community of women who 

have the same interests and motivation to work with the body, based on intuition, 

something very familiar to us.  

Melina Peña (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

It taught me the importance of generosity in an artist’s life and work. So - thank YOU. 

Holly Slingsby (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

To open up this kindness.  

Anet van de Elzen (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

The most important thing for me was to create alliances between women artists, the 

confidence that everyone had in the work, the exercises, the opinions. The intense 

searching for the ‘whys?’ and of course to be able to work with the idea of telepathy, in 

which I can’t develop so intensely or gratifyingly in my day-to-day life as I did in this 

experience. 

Graciela Contreras (Final Feed-back 2018). 
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Listening and watching other people, from within the processes of the work, shaping the 

work in the moment and responding to what happens next demonstrates to me that there 

are no clear boundaries between process and object, between experience and art. I was 

reminded that art is of the body.  

Anita Ponton (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

To be able to share this work with the other women, it has been essential to recognise that 

one is not alone, and to count on the connection with others and to be able to learn and to 

capture the energy that is created by the group from that part of ourselves, that is most 

atrophied, that is a world away from where we normally place our attention, or even take it 

into account as if it were not a part of ourselves.  

Montse Seró (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 

I have achieved a greater confidence, day-to-day, in my sensations, in listening to myself, 

valuing and listening more carefully to my thoughts and sensations. Little by little, I find 

daily, more synchronicities, the most common examples that have happened to me, and 

think that they happen to others are to think about someone and then to bump into them, 

premonitory dreams, etc. This is useful in day-to-day life because one obtains a greater 

understanding, in a language that I would call cosmological, to develop other mental 

abilities from with which I can obtain more information about what is happening. When it 

comes to making art, this is essential, because I defend art that is born from other places 

that are not ruled by rationality.  

Graciela Contreras (FEM_16, 2016). 
 

Question 5: Do you think the work we are carrying out in Ocells al Cap is useful 
outside of the actual meetings? 

 
It is the most lateral space I have ever worked in and I can’t quite explain how that 

happens. The processes, and performances seem to release the opportunity for 

individuation and interconnection. There are clearly parameters and rules of engagement 

in place. But that sense of defaulting first to any rules or hierarchies, and any particular 

outcome is diminished more than any other framework I’ve worked in. My guess about 

how this works is that we become situated via a felt sense, a zone, that is cultivated 

through shared exercises and practices that are used before the performances. This 

approach + being an all women group feels very powerful and sustaining. But I mean, 

as… we live in a world where there’s a complete lack of… where there’s very little 
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generosity I think that this working space is a very valuable space, because it allows 

people to be generous and trusting, and that’s very unusual in the world that we live in, to 

a certain extent. I mean we, perhaps, don’t trust our politicians, we don’t trust quite a lot of 

the structure of our establishment anymore because it doesn’t work properly, it’s 

dysfunctional. And so, I think this is an interesting space, because it’s a safe space to 

work. I think it makes people very emotional, sometimes when they come into the space, 

because, you know, they’ve probably done a lot of work to be able to get here and be 

here and be in the moment and because it’s such a contrast to what is happening in their 

lives in that, they are struggling to pay the bills, to work, etc. It’s like a precious bubble to 

be in, and very important, I think. Because spiritually it makes you feel much stronger, and 

that you are not on your own in this pathway to something that could, perhaps, be better. 

Lesley Yendell (Final Feed-back 2018). 
 
Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen uses the word somatization, coming from the soma - the body, 

as a post to visualisation and I was really thinking about ‘what does it mean to frame a 

performance as a live somatization?’ which could be alive, or living out of a kind of 

therapeutic or perhaps spiritual practice in the performance and for a long time… for me 

that’s quite a private thing, that's’ something that I’ve been thinking through and hadn’t 

thought about how that frame is framed for an audience. Like, does an audience need to 

know when they come to the performance that they are not an audience, they are a 

witness to something that is actually crossing that threshold from an artistic context into 

something else which is perhaps more therapeutic, potentially for me or may be spiritual 

as well and how would that change things if an audience has that information when they 

come to the performance. And I think, maybe it’s not said explicitly, but I think a lot of 

people come to performance for that reason… that it is a kind of spiritual experience… 

and I mean that in a… spirituality is like a plural sense, because… especially in the world 

that we’re living in now, it seems that each individual person is trying to find techniques, 

quite unusual and quite idiosyncratic techniques… each person needs to access what it 

means for them to have a spiritual practice 

Victoria Gray (Final Feed-back 2018). 
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3C 

APPENDIX III – INTRA-VITAL 

DENYS BLACKER OUTPUT 

Solo Performance 
 

The Periodic Table (2013-2017), a series of ongoing short performances, which were 

presented in the meetings of the artists collective Corpologia from 2013-2017, in various 

locations in Spain.  

 
Figure 77. Selected photos from 2014 to 2017: Left-Right: Xenon, Corpologia 14 – Radon, Corpologia 15 – 
Ununoctium, Corpologia 17 – Fluor, Corpologia 18 Chlorine, Corpologia 19 – Bromine, Corpologia 20 – 
Iodine, Corpologia 21, Astatine, Corpologia 22 – Ununseptium, Corpologia 23 – Oxigen, Corpologia 24 – 
Sulphur, Corpologia 25. Photographer: Denys Blacker, Uma Bunnag, Alessia Bombaci, Núria Iclèsies, Marta 
Vergonyós. Reprinted with permission. 
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Cor-Bella, Corb-Ella (2015)., Casa Corbella, Cardedeu, Spain, as a part of Empremta 

Festival. Performed on 7 March 

  
Figure 78. Cor-Bella, Corb-Ella (2015). Photographer: Clàudia Serrahima.Ó Denys Blacker. 

 
Peirce’s Arrow (2015), Baltic 39 Gallery, Newcastle, UK, as part of Drafting curated by 

Sandra Johnston. Performed on 20 March 

 
Figure 79. Peirce’s Arrow (2015). Photographer Ricky James. Ó Denys Blacker. 

 
Transalimentació, (2015) Restaurant el Fort, Ullastret, Spain. Performed on 26 April. 

  
 
Figure 80. Transalimentació (2015). Photographer: Marta Vergonyós. Reprinted with permission. 
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The Three Roses (2015), Interakcje Festival in Pietrkow Tribunlaski, Poland. Performed 

on 22 May. 

 
Figure 81. The Three Roses (2015). Photographer: Mariusz ‘Marchewa’ Marchlewicz.Repronted with 
permission. 

 
Ten (2015), The Guildhall, York, UK, commissioned by OUI Performance. Performed on 

26 July. 

 
Figure 82. Ten. (2015). Photographer: Amy Norris. Reprinted with permission. 

 

 

Helium (2015), International Conference on Death and Dying, Palau de Congressos, 

Elche Hospital Universitari. Performed on 6 November. 

  
Figure 83. Heliium (2015) Photographer: Tew Bunnag and Stills from the video: Mindalia Television. Retrieved 
20 February 2018 https://www.mindaliatelevision.com/performance-artistica-por-denys-blacker/ 
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Improvisation (2015). Bòlit Contemporary Art Centre, LaCarbonera, Girona, Spain. 

Performed on 14 November. 

 
Figure 84. Improvisation (2015). © Denys Blacker 

 
Telepathy Performance with Elvira Santamaría (2016), FLARE I (Forum for Live Art 

Research and Education), Beyond the Body, 5-day event, Northumbria University, 

Newcastle, UK. Performed on 12 February. 

 
Figure 85. Telepathy Performance (2016) with Elvira Santamaría. Photographer: © Denys Blacker 

 
Iode (2016), as part of the exhibition Vestir i Desvestir Cossos, Fenomenologies 

d’Aparició, La Panera, Lleida, Spain. Performed on 21 April 

 
Figure 86. Iode (2016). Photographer: Assumpta Bassas. 
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Vodka Glasses (2016), Days of Performance Lviv, Ukraine. Performed on 8 September 

 
Figure 87. Vodka Glasses (2016) Photographer: Oles Romanyuk. Reprinted with permission. 

 
 
Improvisation (2016) International Conference on Death and Dying, Palau de 

Congressos, Elche Hospital Universitari, Spain. Performed on 3 November. 

 
Figure 88. Improvisation Photographer: Tew Bunnag © Denys Blacker 

 
 
Ull a Ull (2017), Museu de l’Empordà, Figueres, Spain. Performed on 17 February. 

 
Figure 89. Ull a Ull (2017). Photographer: Joan Casellas (Arxiu Aire). Reprinted with permission. 
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I Was Waiting for You (2017). 
Empordaneses, Figueres, Spain. Performed on 25 March 

 
Figure 90. I Was Waiting for You (2017). Ó Denys Blacker. 

 
I Was Waiting for You (2017), Gallery North, Northumbria University, Newcastle, UK, as 

part of FLARE II (Forum for Live Art Research and Education). Performed on 4 May 

 
Figure 91. I Was Waiting for You (2017). Ó Denys Blacker. 

 

I Was Waiting for You (2017), Hostal Bellmirall, Girona, Spain. Performed on 8 June 

 
Figure 92. I Was Waiting for You (2017). Ó Denys Blacker. 
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Group Performances with Ocells al Cap 
 

Pomps of the Subsoil (2015) as part of Festival Escena Poble Nou, Can Felipa, 

Barcelona, Spain. Performed on 25 October. 

 
Figure 93. Ocells al Cap. Pomps of the Subsoil (2015). Photographer: Clàudia Serrahima. © Denys Blacker. 

 

Ocells a La Bonne (2016), at La Bonne, Women’s Cultural Centre Francesca 

Bonnemaison, Barcelona, Spain. Performed on 26 February. 

 
Figure 94. Ocells al Cap. Improvisació a La Bonne (2016). © Denys Blacker. 

 

The Sense of Being Stared at (2016), at the International Theatre Festival Sismògraf in 

Olot, Spain. Performed on 19 April. 

 
Figure 95. Ocells al Cap. The Sense of Being Stared at (2016). Ada Vilaró. Reprinted with permission. 
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We Were Waiting for You (2017), at Northumbria University, Newcastle as part of Flare 

3, and at Espai10 Gallery in Barcelona, Spain. Performed on 4 May and 1July. 

 
Figure 96. Ocells al Cap. We Were Waiting for You (2017). Photographer: Arto Polus. © Denys Blacker. 

 
The Oracle (2017), Performed on 2 July at Al Jardi, Cadaquès, Spain. 

 
Figure 97. Ocells al Cap. The Oracle (2017). Photographer: Jordi G. Moriel. © Denys Blacker 

 

 

Research Residencies 
 

FEM_14, (15 November 2014 – 19 February 2015) 
Participating artists: Victoria Gray, Helena Hunter, Nieves Correa, Elvira Santamaría, 

Concha Jerez, Nora Tinholt, Marta Vergonyós, Paloma Orts, Montse Seró, Lesley Yendell, 

Mireia Zantop, Lara Ubago, Núria Iclèsies, Natàlia Espinet, Denys Blacker, Fina Miralles, 

Juliette Murphy, Ada Vilaró, Clara Garí, Esther Ferrer, Lucia Peiro. 

Public shows: 24th November 2014, performance in the public space (Girona streets: 

Mercadal and Barri vell). 28th November 2014, performance in La Cisterna, Girona History 

Museum, Girona. 

Organized by: Gresol Association. Supported by: La Bonne, Women’s Cultural Centre 

Francesca Bonnemaison, Bòlit Contemporary Art Centre. Girona, Ajuntament de Girona, 

La Muga Caula.. 
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FEM_15 
Participating artists: Denys Blacker, Natàlia Espinet, Nora Tinholt, Holly Slingsby, 

Montse Seró, Fina Miralles, Marta Vergonyós, Ada Vilaró, Juliette Murphy, Mireia Zantop, 

Clara Garí, Anita Ponton, Harriet Plewis, Anet van de Elzen, Lesley Yendell, Mar Serinyà, 

Nuria Iclèsies, Helena Hunter, Mark Peter Wright, Sandra Johnston, Alastair Maclennan 

Public shows: 28 November 2015, performance in Bòlit_LaCarbonera, Girona 

Organized by: Gresol Association. Supported by: La Bonne, Women’s Cultural Centre 

Francesca Bonnemaison, Bòlit Contemporary Art Centre, Ajuntament de Girona. 

 

 
FEM_16 
Participating artists: Denys Blacker, Natàlia Espinet, Holly Slingsby, Montse Seró, Marta 

Vergonyós, Ada Vilaró, Juliette Murphy, Mireia Zantop, Clara Garí, Anita Ponton, Lesley 

Yendell, Mar Serinyà, Nùria Iglesias, Martine Viale, Sabina Vilagut, Ayako Zushi, Melina 

Peña, Graciela Contreras, Paloma Orts  

Public shows: - 
Organized by: Gresol Association. Supported by: Bòlit Contemporary Art Centre. 

Girona, Girona History Museum, Ajuntament de Girona. 

 

 
FEM_17 
Participating artists: Denys Blacker, Maia Castello, Natàlia Espinet, Sandra Johnston, 

Adelaide Maresca, Fina Miralles, Siobhan Mullen, Juliette Murphy, Paloma Orts, Melina 

Peña, Beatriz Santiago, Mar Serinyà, Montse Seró, Nora Tinholt, Sabina Vilagut, Marta 

Vergonyós, Martine Viale, Ada Vilaró, Lesley Yendell, Mireia Zantop 

Public shows: - 
Organized by: Gresol Association. Supported by: La Bonne, Women’s Cultural Centre 

Francesca Bonnemaison. 

 

 

Workshops 
 

FLARE I, FLARE II and FLARE III at Northumbria University, Newcastle, and Vane 

Gallery, Newcastle. 

Days of Performance, International performance festival, Lviv, Ukraine. 
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Cara a Cara, la Bonne, Women’s Cultural Centre Francesca Bonnemaison, Barcelona, 

Spain. 

Cicle de performances at Bòlit Contemporary Art Centre, Girona, Spain. 

Más allá del Cuerpo (2017) at Espai 10, Barcelona, Spain. 

Empremta Festival, Cardedeu, Spain. 
Drafting, Performance/Drawing Event. University of Northumbria, Baltic 39, Newcastle, 

UK. 

Bbyond, with Tew Bunnag. Belfast, UK 

Madremanya project, Animal a l’Esquena, Celrà, Girona, Spain. 

With NOMAD, Refugee Youth as part of the expo Call Me by My name, Migration 

Museum, London, UK 

I have made presentations about my research at, the University of Barcelona, Spain 

(2014-2016), the University of Girona, Spain (2017), the University Hospital of Elche, 

Alicante (2015) and the University of Northumbria, Newcastle (2015-17). 

 

 

Video Screenings 
 

 
2014 The Noble Gases. Screened at the Mostra Internacional de Flms de Dones 2014 in 

Barcelona.

 
Figure 98. Denys Blacker. The Noble Gases. Still images from the video The Noble Gases filmed by Marta 
Vergonyós (2014). 
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2014 Suspension Points. As a part of the series Transmissions by Marta Vergonyós 

(Presented in International Women's Film Festival of Barcelona). 

 
Figure 99. Denys Blacker. Suspension Points .Still images from the video Transmissions by Marta Vergonyós 
(2014).  
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Exhibitions 
2015 Vestir i Desvestir Cossos, Fenomenologies d’Aparició. Group show in La 
Panera, Lleida, Spain.

 
 

Figure 100. Poster for the group exhibition Vestir I Desvestir Cossos: Fenomenologies d’Aparició at Centre 
d’Art la Panera, Lleida, Spain. 
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2016 Vestir i Desvestir Cossos, Fenomenologies d’Aparició. Group show in Can 
Marfà, Museu de Mataró, Mataró, Spain. 
 

 
 

Figure 101. Poster for the group exhibition Vestir I Desvestir Cossos: Fenomenologies d’Aparició at Can 
Marfà, Mataro Museum, Spain. 
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2018 Denys Blacker: Mapes Efímers: Complicitats I Sincronicitats. 
Retrospective Exhibition at Bòlit Contemporary Art Centre, Girona, Spain. 

 
 

Figure 102. Poster for the retrospective exhibition of my work at Bòlit, Contemporary Art Centre, Girona, 
Spain. 
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Publications 

 
Figure 103. Denys Blacker. Three Works. Published in Mobile Album International 03. Performance, Body, 
Fiction, Montagne Froide/Cold Mountain in Lyon, France (2014). 
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Figure 104. Denys Blacker. Three Works. Published in Mobile Album International 03. Performance, Body, 
Fiction, Montagne Froide/Cold Mountain in Lyon, France (2014). 
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Figure 105. Denys Blacker. Three Works. Published in Mobile Album International 03. Performance, Body, 
Fiction, Montagne Froide/Cold Mountain in Lyon, France (2014). 
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Figure 106. Three Works. Published in Mobile Album International 03. Performance, Body, Fiction, Montagne 
Froide/Cold Mountain in Lyon, France (2014). 
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Figure 107. Denys Blacker. Three Works. Published in Mobile Album International 03. Performance, Body, 
Fiction, Montagne Froide/Cold Mountain in Lyon, France (2014). 
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Figure 108. Three Works. Published in Mobile Album International 03. Performance, Body, Fiction, Montagne 
Froide/Cold Mountain in Lyon, France (2014). 
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Figure 109. Interview with Denys Blacker, Longlisted Artist, an online publication of Aesthetica Magazine 
(2015). 
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Conceptual artist Denys Blacker has been longlisted for the Aesthetica Art Prize 2015. 
Living and working in Spain, Blacker uses performance, sculpture and drawing to explore 
themes of symmetry and precision. Her selected piece The Noble Gases will appear in the 
Aesthetica Art Prize exhibition and anthology later this month. A series of seven 
performances for camera, The Noble Gases is based on Blacker’s research into the 
Periodic Table. The artist examines the malleable and shape-shifting properties of 
individual gases whilst looking at their relationship to reality and consciousness in 
everyday life. We speak to Blacker about her ongoing search to decipher the magic 
behind the building blocks of our material world. 

A: You have been longlisted for the Aesthetica Art Prize 2015. What does this 
opportunity mean to you? 
DB: I haven’t ever actively promoted my work in the gallery and exhibition system, so it’s 
going to interesting to see what opportunities I might have and what they might mean. I 
imagine that this is a great chance to show my work to a larger audience. I’m looking 
forward to seeing what happens next! 

A: The Noble Gases is a series of performances for camera. How have you adapted 
this medium to suit your ideas? 
DB: I rarely make performance works for camera, preferring photographic documentation 
of my work. The Noble Gases series was developed over a period of time as a series of 
short performances, in response to the properties and uses of each gas. I took one image 
from each performance and developed them as a series for camera in a process of 
conceptual distillation. 

A: What inspired you to make this series? 
DB: The Noble Gases is the first stage of a project to work through the entire Periodic 
Table of Elements, making a live performance work and short video for each element. I 
am intrigued by the strangeness of their properties and the infinity of things that they are 
used for; from everyday objects such as refrigerators to particle accelerators and space 
travel. 

A: In your opinion, how readily do art and science unite with each other? 
DB: The separation between the arts and science has become porous in a very 
interesting way. Scientists are working alongside artists to investigate many things 
including creativity, intuition and imagination. At the outer limits of scientific discovery, our 
dualistic way of looking at the world is crumbling and there are mysteries and anomalies 
that can only be expressed in metaphorical and artistic ways. 

A: Can you talk about other research avenues or projects? 
DB: I’m investigating consciousness and looking at the ways that contemporary scientific 
discoveries about the nature of reality and interconnectedness can be explored. I’m also 
looking at how ancient Chinese texts can shed light on the process of improvisation, freed 
from the restraints of linear time as we understand it, where action and reflection, concept 
and emotion, attention and concentration flow together. 

Aesthetica Art Prize 2015, 26 March-31 May, York St Mary’s, Castlegate, York YO1 9RN. 
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Figure 110. OUI Performance Papers, a publication of OUI Performance in York, UK (2015). (Print) ISSN 
2059-223X. Online) ISSN 2059-2248 

 



 

 
248 

 
Figure 111. OUI Performance Papers, a publication of OUI Performance in York, UK (2015). (Print) ISSN 
2059-223X. Online) ISSN 2059-2248 
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Figure 112. OUI Performance Papers, a publication of OUI Performance in York, UK (2015). (Print) ISSN 
2059-223X. Online) ISSN 2059-2248 
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Figure 113. OUI Performance Papers, a publication of OUI Performance in York, UK (2015). (Print) ISSN 
2059-223X. Online) ISSN 2059-2248 
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Oui Performance Papers 

Issue 1: 2015 

Interview: Denys Blacker  

 

1. What is the relationship between making objects and sculpture, and your performance 

works – do they have a different status? 

  

The objects and sculptures that I make are intimately linked to my performance by 

function. I often submit them to a process of transformation in the work. Broken, cut or 

burnt they absorb the history and energy of what has happened to them. They are 

damaged, imperfect, and like witnesses or relics, contain and transmit a disjointed history 

in their remains. Sometimes I have the urge to totally destroy those things that I have 

spent many hours creating. There is something archeological about it as if through the 

making and breaking of objects I were excavating my own materiality. I hoard the remains 

and keep them with other sculptures in boxes in my studio, unseen and worryingly 

permanent. 

  

2. Can you tell us more about the concepts you are working with in your PhD research? 

  

I am a first year PhD candidate at Northumbria University investigating Consciousness, 

Subjectivity and Synchronicity in Improvised Live Art Practices. Consciousness is difficult 

to define and as yet, there is no physical mechanism to explain it. Maybe, as some think, it 

is actually impossible to try to define something that we are actually immersed 

within. Synchronicity is one of the manifestations of the so-called ’hard problem’ of 

consciousness, that about which science has no conclusive explanation. It is one of the 

aspects of consciousness that most interests me. 

Over the past years, while working with groups of performance artists, I have seen how 

we can enter into a porous space where our thoughts and imaginings become connected 

and there is a rapid transmission of ideas, images and concepts between the 

participants suggesting a connection that does not rely upon the ordinary senses. 

Synchronicities abound; in the materials, in the actions in the execution. Is this meaningful 

coincidence or just random chance?  

  

At this stage of my research I'm asking a lot of questions; How are our we connected? Is it 

really possible to call our ideas our own? Did this idea begin in your mind or mine? Hard 

to answer, these are the questions that I'm beginning to address within the performance 
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work itself and in particular in the process of improvisation. I am exploring the fine line that 

separates yet connects us, where you end and where I begin? 

  

The idea of a collective consciousness is not new and has been expressed in the 

mythology and belief systems of many cultures around the world as well as in spiritual 

practices and religious traditions. Neither is the idea of mind over matter a recent 

discovery. We only have to look at the practice of prayer, healing or divination. Over 

millennia, these are just some of the ways that we have engaged our minds with matter to 

increase well-being and order. The Post-Materialists call this a ‘lived transmaterial 

understanding’. 

  

I am particularly interested in the way these themes are developed in Ancient Chinese 

Philosophy and in the practices, such a meditation and Taijiquan, that grew alongside the 

ideas to integrate and potentialise sensitivity and awareness of body, mind and spirit.  

  

I have no idea where this research will lead me over the next two years, but I've already 

had to reconsider my ideas about time, space and presence, the pillars of performance art 

practice. There is an iceberg of potentiality in my mind, melting and freezing, rising and 

falling, revealing and concealing ideas and insights as they is flow into and out of my 

conscious and unconscious mind.  

  

As Dean Radin chief scientist at IONS writes ’reality is woven from strange, ‘holistic’ 

threads that aren't located precisely in space or time. Tug on a dangling loose end from 

this fabric of reality, and the whole cloth twitches, instantly, throughout all space and time.’ 

  

3. How do you inhabit/negotiate the threshold between performer and audience? 

  

My current research is radically changing the way I understand my relationship with the 

audience and to see the deep connections between the observer and the observed. 

Research carried out at by Dr Marylin Schlitz (IONS) has shown ’...measurable links 

between one person’s intention and another person’s physiological activity, revealing an 

underlying entanglement between us...’ (Schlitz 2010). 

 

Instead of thinking about audience and artists as being with each other, I have come to 

the conclusion that we are actually being for each other in what I call a relationship of 

porosity generosity. Being for the other is opening your space (mental, 

emotional, spiritual and material) to the possibility of a closer encounter for the other. It is 
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about letting authorship and ownership slide. It is replacing these ways of functioning for a 

porous and amorphous cohabitation. Sharing is not a matter of choice, we are connected 

already, we just don’t acknowledge it. How much of our thoughts can we really call our 

own, we are drenched with the ideas, thoughts and events, the experiences of others. We 

can never separate ourselves from this because these connections defy time and space. 

They infiltrate us on every level. 

  

This could have profound effects on the artistic practice of improvisation as well as the 

role of the onlooker, as it would mean that the group itself exists as an entity and not the 

individuals who make up the group. It would be impossible to disentangle the 

consciousness of each person from the others in the group and even beyond the group. 

The political aspects of this and the implications of unified group thought on such things 

as authorship, ownership and copyright are profound. 

  

 

4. What other activities, techniques or practices inform your making process, but that aren't 

necessarily ’art’ related? 

  

I have become aware recently how much of my non-art making activity is actually a vital 

part of my work and now that I think about it I can see that the most important activity has 

been in the construction of relationships. 

  

Relationships I - Body/Mind/Spirit.  

When I began to learn Taijiquan in 1987 I was given an entirely new vision of reality. The 

practice radically changed my way of understanding relationships. The dynamic exchange 

of yin and yang in movement and the delicate balance between thought and movement 

has definitely informed my work since then. I continue to discover new ways of inhabiting 

and connecting as well as developing a spiritual context for myself and my work in the 

present. 

  

Relationships II - Family/Friends/Home.  

My love affair with my large and extended family and friends (who I see as family) is a rich 

area of my practice research. We live in a way that challenges and blurs the limits of 

public/private and social/intimate life. This requires a constant negotiation with myself and 

others about values and ethics and an obsessive questioning of my own motivations. This 

in turn informs my critical process in the work as well as the way I communicate with 

others. 
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Relationships III - Facilitating 

I have spent many years working as an organiser; planning, coordinating and producing 

events with performance artists; Festival FEM, European Live Art Archive, Corpologia, 

Cara a Cara, Theta... 

I believe that the creation of a hospitable and respected space for the realisation of 

performance art is an important challenge. I also believe that it is a good idea to create 

documentation of the work and to share this information. All this activity has created a 

network of artists with whom I have an intense and fruitful communication that informs my 

professional and creative projects. I have come to see that the festivals, workshops and 

meetings have been in their own way a kind of improvised work and an inspiring 

continuation of my practice. 

  

It seems to me now that, even if I wanted to, I wouldn't be able to disentangle myself from 

this strange web. 
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Figure 114. Women Cinemakers vol IX, an online interview by Francis Quettier and Dora Teenant (2017) 
/https://issuu.com/women_cinemakers/docs/vol.9/7 
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Figure 115. Women Cinemakers vol IX, an online interview by Francis Quettier and Dora Teenant (2017) 
/https://issuu.com/women_cinemakers/docs/vol.9/7 
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Figure 116. Women Cinemakers vol IX, an online interview by Francis Quettier and Dora Teenant (2017) 
/https://issuu.com/women_cinemakers/docs/vol.9/7 
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Figure 117. Women Cinemakers vol IX, an online interview by Francis Quettier and Dora Teenant (2017) 
/https://issuu.com/women_cinemakers/docs/vol.9/7 
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Figure 118. Women Cinemakers vol IX, an online interview by Francis Quettier and Dora Teenant (2017) 
/https://issuu.com/women_cinemakers/docs/vol.9/7 
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Transcription of the interview with Women Cinemakers, Vl. lIX (2017). 
 

The Noble Gases is a captivating series of seven performances for camera, based 
on an investigation into the Periodic Table, by the multidisciplinary artist Denys 
Blacker. Her research about the properties of the noble gases and their relationship 
to everyday life, offers an unconventional and multi-layered experience. Blacker's 
research into the nature of reality encourages a cross-pollination in the mind of the 
observer and we are particularly pleased to introduce her interesting work to our 
readers. 
 
1) Hello Denys, welcome to WomenCinemakers: we would like to start this interview 
with a couple of questions about your multifaceted background. You have a solid 
formal training: after completing a BA (Hons) and an MA in Fine Art Sculpture, you 
have continued your education, years later, with a PhD at Northumbria. How have 
these experiences, your cultural substratum influenced the way you currently 
conceive and produce your works?  
 

I finished my MA in Sculpture at Chelsea School of Art in London many years ago and I 

feel very lucky to have been able to study in the UK when it was free. I am strongly 

against the current system of student loans which leaves young people with enormous 

debts, before they even start their professional life as well as having to work while they 

are studying. Being able to spend those years in the studio, dedicating all my time to what 

I loved doing was a privilege, but also it was fundamental to my development as an artist. 

Not only was I able to experiment in a very free way, beyond the limits of the three 

dimensional and to extend my work in the direction of performance art, but I was also 

given the time and the critical environment to test out and refine my thinking and making 

processes. I think that my cultural substratum is based on a very Western view of Art, 

although, soon after I began my BA in 1981, I became interested in Ancient Chinese 

thought, when I began practicing Taijiquan, and that definitely drew my roots to the East. 

My artistic practice was to become more concerned with the act of doing and the process 

of making, than the material results. At present, back in an institutional environment again 

after so many years, I have had the opportunity to reassess and contextualise my work in 

relation to the themes that most interest me. I have really appreciated being able to 

develop my thesis under the supervision of dedicated academics and artists such as Dr 

Sandra Johnston, who have helped me to go even deeper into the thinking behind the 

work and to not only identify, but to articulate what is important and central to my practice 

as an artist as well as to develop the performance work in an entirely new direction. 
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2) Your approach reveals that you are a versatile artist, capable of crossing from 
one media to another, including performance, sculpture and drawing. We would like 
to ask you, if such a multidisciplinary approach is the only way to express the ideas 
that you explore in your work. In particular, how do you recognize when a medium 
has exhausted it expressive potential? 
 

I approach these different mediums in my work from the point of view of their utility in a 

process of problem solving. If I can think something through, in writing, a drawing or in 

movement, then I will do whichever seems right to me at that time. I am interested in 

embodied ways of knowing that are intuitive and spontaneous, that allow for a free 

exploration of all the possibilities. That’s not to say I’m without discipline, but that the 

discipline is not explicit in the work. I can allow myself to become familiar with a medium, 

in order to be free from it, and for that reason, so far, nothing has ever exhausted its 

potential for me. 

 

3) For this special edition of WomenCinemakers, we have selected The Noble 
Gases, an extremely interesting series, that our readers have already started to get 
to know in the introductory pages of this article. What immediately captured our 
attention in this insightful inquiry into the relationship between the properties of 
gases and the notions of reality and consciousness in everyday life, is the way you 
have presented the visual results of your analysis. There seems to be a coherent 
combination of autonomous aesthetics and visual consistency. While walking our 
readers through the genesis of The Noble Gases, would you tell what intrigued you 
about the properties of the noble gases? 
 
I began making The Noble Gases as a series of short performances in relation to my 

research on The Periodic Table. These were shown at meetings of Corpologia, an artist’s 

collective in Catalunya, Spain. In the preparation for these works, I study the properties of 

the elements and allow myself to be drawn, in a series of internet searches, into the uses 

and misuses, as well as the history of each element. I do this as a kind of stream of 

associated thoughts, where I allow myself to be guided by the subjects and images that 

move me in some way from page to page. I develop a text from the information I find, as 

well as collecting images from the sites I visit. Inevitably, the elements can be employed 

for both good and bad purposes, and I am interested in both the metaphysical aspects as 

well as the geo-political implications of matter and material; ‘mater’ or mother being at the 

root of both words. So, I’m also looking at matter as Mother or Matrix that gives form to 
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our reality. There is a narrative in the material, that is prosaic, but what fascinates me 

more, is what happens when we look at matter in a quantum state, where all the rules 

change, and where, deep within matter, there is only vibration, energy and space. There is 

also the problem of dark matter, never directly observed and that supposedly makes up 

for over 80% of our universe. 

So, for example in the exploration of the noble gas xenon, I start with the measurable 

information; its atomic number, its qualities and how it is formed, then, the etymology of 

the name which has its roots in ξένος (xenos), meaning foreigner, stranger, or guest. This 

leads me to the uses of xenon; in anaesthesia or, as a propellant in Three-Ion Propulsion 

Engines, that are used by NASA space probes in their search for life on other planets 

(spacemen as foreigners or xenos). It is used too, in nuclear fission reactors. An 

unforeseen cause of the Chernobyl disaster was the build-up of xenon or in the reactor. 

Fukishima too suffered from this so-called xenon poisoning. I’m led by intuitive emotion 

and thought to view websites featuring the resulting deformations of living organisms in 

the aftermath of both disasters. The downloaded images that I collect, reflect my 

preoccupations about xenos; xenophobia, extra-terrestrial life, radiation contamination, 

ecological disaster, deformed children, plants and animals and the freedom of women to 

abort. The performance itself comes from a lengthy contemplation of all this 

interconnected information and the internal discussion that it provokes in me. I then allow 

the performance to appear to me, I wait for it. Usually it comes quite clearly and simply. 

For xenon, it was an image of many cooking knives, hidden underneath a very ordinary 

looking suit and pulled out, one by one. The knives are held to my body by sewn elastic 

strips. Each knife is located and pulled out carefully, the blades sharpened but injury is not 

my aim, then held up for a moment, to the camera, before being dropped on the ground, 

unused. The performance often involves other people, but for the video, each 

performance is distilled down to a single, frontal image of myself, and shot in one take, by 

the artist Marta Vergonyós, with whom I collaborated to make The Noble Gases. It was 

important to have someone filming, who was familiar with the work, and with whom I have 

a relationship of trust. 

 

4) Your approach is marked by a balance between intention and improvisation: how 
would you consider the relationship between analysis and spontaneity within your 
work? Do you like spontaneity or do you prefer to meticulously schedule every 
detail of your work? how much importance does improvisation play in your 
process?  
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Improvisation is at the core of my research at present. I am really interested to develop 

ways of knowing that rely far less on the conscious processes and intentions and allow 

deeper layers of knowing to emerge. The word improvisation comes from the Latin 

improvisus, meaning unforeseen. Yet the kind of improvisation that occurs in performance 

art is not something that is unforeseen, unplanned or not seen before in a literal sense, 

rather I see it as an ability to see in the mind’s eye, a kind of clairvoyance or precognition 

(perceiving or intuiting future events) that can penetrate the apparent barrier between the 

present and what is unfolding from or into the future. In my approach, I look for a balance 

between concepts and ideas that may be restrictive or unchangeable with the open 

process of the actual making of the work. To this end, I construct a clear conceptual 

scaffolding or framework, that allows the process of construction to be open to 

spontaneous changes and improvisation. 

 

5) How much importance do metaphors play in The Noble Gases? 
 

Metaphor is intimately linked to our corporeality, our bodily experience of this life and how 

we connect through it to the greater reality of the world around us. In The Noble Gases, I 

attempt to build a connection between the logical and conceptual basis of the work and 

the intuitive and embodied knowing, that bridges the gap between what things might be 

and what they might mean. This represents for me the possibility of an intuitive mutation 

of ideas, a kind of intellectual and physical cross-fertilisation that can happen when we 

look for meaning in movement. Suggesting a route, while allowing the viewer the freedom 

to discover their own way is one of the important possibilities of metaphor. 
 

6) Many artists explore ideas through representations of the body and by using 
their own bodies in their creative process. German visual artist Gerhard Richter 
once remarked that ‘it is always only a matter of seeing: the physical act is 
unavoidable’. As a performance artist, how would you consider the relation 
between the abstract nature of the ideas you explore and the physical act of 
producing your artworks? 
 

I don’t think it’s possible to have an abstract idea. All thought has an effect on the totality 

of our organism. We cannot separate mind from matter. I think that Richter is speaking 

here as a painter who prioritises his own viewpoint, his body a mere tool to achieve the 

acting out of his point of view. In the same interview, he goes on to say, ‘that it is not a 

matter of working with your own hands. It is not about being able to do something but that 

one sees what it is. Seeing is the decisive act that lastly equates the producer and the 
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viewer.’ In my own work, I do not see myself as a protagonist, with a privileged view of the 

world, nor as a ‘producer with a viewer’. Seeing, for me, is not something limited to the 

eyes, or a point of view. My interest lies in understanding, how what I do is always in 

relation to others. I experience ideas and action as inseparable from the environment, 

from other living beings, animals and objects. I am interested in exploring how this 

dynamic and interdependent way of knowing can be imagined as an unbounded sense of 

self, that might help us to achieve a more sustainable and ethical co-habitation in the 

world. 

 

 

7) The sound of ambience is particularly important in The Noble Gases: according 
to media theorist Marshall McLuhan, there is a 'sense bias', that affects Western 
societies favouring visual logic, a shift that occurred with the advent of the 
alphabet, when the eye became more essential than ear. How do you see the 
relationship between sound and moving images? 
 

In, The Noble Gases, I am interested in how the sound of actions, like my fingers tapping 

on the floor, or the snapping of credit cards being taken out of a wallet, can become new 

and strange. In day-to-day life, we become deaf to the accumulation of sounds in order to 

save ourselves from the excess of information. In these works, I try to simplify both 

movement and sound, pare them down to an essential and simple moving image with 

ambient sound, where the complexity lies not in the amount of information visible or 

audible but in the underlying layers of meaning and in the connections, that can be drawn 

from one element to the next. I am not interested at the moment in generating illusions, 

and so, sound and image are live and relatively unedited. In video, obviously we prioritise 

the visual, but in live performance my intention is to awaken a synaesthetic experience, a 

visceral response that is not limited to the cognitive senses. 

 

8) As you remarked once, you are particularly interested into the ways that 
contemporary scientific discoveries about the nature of reality and 
interconnectedness can be explored. Multidisciplinary artist Angela Bulloch once 
remarked, ‘that works of arts often continue to evolve after they have been realised, 
simply by the fact that they are conceived with an element of change, or an inherent 
potential for some kind of shift to occur’. Do you think that the role of the artist has 
changed these days with the new global communications and the new sensibility 
created by new media? 

 



 

 
265 

The internet has changed the way we communicate and has given us an almost telepathic 

ability to send and receive information over distances. This is something that is not only 

changing the way we interact, but also revealing through the application of Artificial 

Intelligence, the extent to which we are already entangled. The development for example 

of Synthetic Telepathy by Facebook and Google that hopes to make an interfaced mind-

to-mind communication happen in the near future. These advances in technology should 

be accompanied by ethical discussions and art can contribute a great deal to that. The 

role of the artist must change according to the times we live in, but essentially artists are 

question makers and the internet is an incredible tool for investigation and for revealing 

connections. Art for me, has the role of questioning the deep human problems of our time, 

not by providing answers, but by provoking a deeper questioning, that yes, I think can 

contain a potential for change or a shift. Technology is just a tool of, and for human 

consciousness, and as such it can help us to change for the better or for the worse, 

depending on how it’s used. It’s important not to forget how to live without it too, and to 

this end, the development of inner sensibilities is vital for maintaining an ethical world. In 

Post-Materialist Science, there is an agreement that any change or shift that happens 

now, must take into account a ‘lived transmaterial understanding’, or the deep 

interconnectedness between mind and the physical world. (Beauregard & Miller 2014). 

This interconnectedness is something that has been explored by many artists, and I see 

performance art as being a rich area of a lived transmaterial investigation that has much 

to offer scientific exploration.  

 

9) Over the last twenty years you have been making live art work in Spain and 
abroad: one of the hallmarks of your approach is the ability to create direct 
involvement with the viewers, who are provided with an opportunity to become 
active participants and are urged to evolve from a condition of mere spectatorship. 
So, before ending this conversation, we would like to pose a question about the 
nature of the relationship in your art with your audience. Do you consider audience 
reception as being a crucial component of your decision-making process, in terms 
of the language used in a particular context? 

 

Over the years my relationship with the public has gone from this direct involvement with 

the viewer, that you mention, to developing works that offer a more proactive collaboration 

with the participants. However, currently I am looking at how participants might be 

empowered to take an equal place in the creation of the work itself. I have been 

questioning the role of collaborator in participatory performances by developing works that 
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invite people to take part in the work as a ‘senser’, one who senses, feels and makes 

sense at the same time, along with all of the people present, including the artists and 

sometimes including people who are not present. My latest work with the international 

performance art group Ocells al Cap (Birds in the Head) is an exploration of this 

entanglement in an oracular performance called, ‘We Were Waiting For You’. In this work, 

we let go of the usual control we exercise over our thoughts and actions and allow the 

less conscious levels of our knowing to come to the surface. In essence, what we explore 

in these performances is the dynamics of inter-personal relating, communication and 

cooperation, that enable us to pool our individual skills to the benefit of all those involved, 

and hopefully without falling into hierarchical relationships of power. I see this not only as 

a political act but a particularly feminist approach to the body, where inner and outer 
coexist dynamically and where, a ‘performative understanding of discursive practices 

challenges the representationalist belief in the power of words to represent pre-existing 

things.’ (Barad 2007, p.133) we are redefining the twentieth century understanding of 

audience (which is about audio) or viewer (as visual), to explore the possibilities of a re-

entanglement of all the senses including those that might reach beyond the body and that 

would include the possibility of accessing sensed information from others, as in 

synchronicity or telepathy. 

 

10) Thanks a lot for your time and for sharing your thoughts, Denys. Finally, would 
you like to tell us readers something about your future projects? How do you see 
your work evolving? 
 

Most importantly, I will be finishing writing my thesis for the PhD. I am also working on a 

short film that I will present for my final show, in which I will investigate the kind of 

performance art that I am interested in. I have been interviewing performance artists, to 

discuss the articulation of new subjectivities and also to appreciate the wonderful work 

that these artists make. I am continuing to work on the Periodic table and will be filming 

The Halogens, this winter sometime. My performance will continue with the Oracular 

Works with the group Ocells al Cap and in my ongoing collaboration with the amazing 

artists who have formed part of it; Helen Collard, Natàlia Espinet, Victoria Gray, Helena 

Hunter, Núria Iglesias, Sandra Johnson, Juliette Murphy, Nina Orteu, Paloma Orts, Melina 

Pena. Harriet Plewis, Anita Ponton, Elvira Santamaría, Mar Serinyá, Montse Seró. Holly 

Slingsby, Anet van de Elzen, Martine Viale, Sabina Vilagut, Ada Vilaró, Marta Vergonyós, 

Lesley Yendell and Mireia Zantop, Ayako Zushi. And coming up for next year, 2018, I will 

have an exhibition of my work in Bòlit Contemporary Art Centre in Girona Spain, that will 

include a programme of performances, workshops and discussions. 
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2018 Catalogue from Denys Blacker: Mapes Efímers  
 

Retrospective Exhibition at Bòlit Contemporary Art Centre, Girona, Spain. 

 

 
Figure 119. Page 1-2 of the Catalogue from the exhibition Denys Blacker: Mapes Efímers: Complicitats I 
Sincronicitats (2018) 
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Figure 120. Page 3-4 of the Catalogue from the exhibition Denys Blacker: Mapes Efímers: Complicitats I 
Sincronicitats (2018) 
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Figure 121. Page 5-6 of the Catalogue from the exhibition Denys Blacker: Mapes Efímers: Complicitats I 
Sincronicitats (2018) 
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Figure 122. Pages 7-8 of the Catalogue from the exhibition Denys Blacker: Mapes Efímers: Complicitats I 
Sincronicitats (2018) 
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Figure 123. Pages 9-10 of the Catalogue from the exhibition Denys Blacker: Mapes Efímers: Complicitats I 
Sincronicitats (2018) 
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Figure 124. Back cover of the Catalogue from the exhibition Denys Blacker: Mapes Efímers: Complicitats I 
Sincronicitats (2018) 
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Madremanya 
 

Ethics is not a geometrical calculation; ‘others’ are never very far from ‘us’; ‘they’ 
and ‘we’ are co-constituted and entangled through the very cuts ‘we’ help to enact. 
Cuts cut things together and apart (Barad 2007, pp.178–9). 

 

 
Figure 125. Poster of the project Madermanya 

 

Madremanya is a project that I am involved in as an invited artist. In this appendix, I 

discuss the ways I have been able to contribute different approaches as a performance art 

practitioner, to a project that is essentially an applied theatre project drawing on immersive 

theatre, ‘transformance’, and political feminist theory to develop a transdisciplinary event. 

Diciembre 2014 de 11 a 14h y de 16 a 19h
Días 9–16: Procesos colaborativos

Día 17: Happening 
Real Escuela Superior de Arte Dramático: Av. Nazaret, 2

La llamada del simbólico que se ríe

Madremanya
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A central aim of this project is to empower the participants by providing a community of 

support that by its nature of inclusivity must evolve both within and without the project 

limits. 

The following piece of writing is an article that I am preparing for the project that is to be 

published in the next report. 

 

Ubuntu 
 

‘Buntu ngumuntu ngabantu’ in Zulu means ‘a person is a person through other people.’ 

Ubuntu is an African philosophy that can be summed up as ‘I am because we are, we are 

because I am.’148 It is a way to describe how on individual, collective and global levels we 

are inter-connected and mutually dependent. The South African social activist, Archbishop 

Desmond Tutu, describes how Ubuntu, 

 
speaks of the very essence of being human...A person with Ubuntu is open and 
available to others, affirming of others, does not feel threatened that others are 
able and good, for he or she has a proper self-assurance that comes from knowing 
that he or she belongs in a greater whole and is diminished when others are 
humiliated or diminished, when others are tortured or oppressed (Tutu 2000). 

 
Figure 126. Workshop during Madremanya, led by Denys Blacker at the Royal School of Dramatic Arts, 
Madrid (2016). Ó Marta Vergonyós and Beatriz Santiago. Reprinted with permission. 

 

To value this empathic connection that entangles us as humans, is fundamental in any 

democratic organisation and it is what makes us not able to consider ourselves as isolated 

or separated from the welfare or suffering of others. Empathy is also a very important 

aspect in the work of people who are dedicated to the care of others; in private and in 

public, at home and in society, work for free or for a fee, those who care because they 

want to and those who do it by necessity or by obligation. Caring work in Europe is carried 

out in most cases by women and many of them work informally without a contract. 

                                                
148 Definition given by the Liberian peace activist and Nobel Peace Prize winner, Leymah Gbowee, the 

inspiring founder of Liberia’s infamous sex strike (Jovanovic 2012). 
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The Participants 
 

Madremanya is the name of a small village in the Gironès region of Catalonia, Spain. 

There, in the summer of 2015 a project was born that bears the same name. It is a project 

initiated by Marta Vergonyós and Bea Fernandez and that soon came to include many 

other women. Madremanya is ‘a collaborative project that aims to generate and put into 

play a new symbolic in care’. Currently Madremanya unites women from two different 

groups; the independent domestic workers union Sindihogar with its headquarters in La 

Bonne, Barcelona and the social consultancy Dinamia, based in Madrid. The partnership 

has grown to include women artists from theatre and dance, visual arts and audio-visual 

media. Also involved are women from the academic world of art, feminism and from social 

activism. It is a process of collective creation that focuses on the situation of women 

workers in the area of care who are members of Dinamia and Sindihogar, some of whom 

have no papers and because of this, no legal status.  

Therefore, in this collaborative artistic group process, the aim is to redefine what it means 

to care for others, investigating, through relationships in action, the creation of a new 

language of values and symbolic meaning. Historically, it is women who do the work of 

caring, a necessary and little valued job. In these times of economic austerity, we are 

experiencing a ‘crisis of care’ in Europe ‘putting in question the sexual division of the work 

of caring and demanding changes in the relations of power of men over women in the 

private and public spheres’ (Valero 2009). Madremanya focuses on participation and art 

as the starting points for understanding and analysing this crisis, not only seeking to 

subvert and denounce, but to assert rights and to find real solutions to the problems of 

precarity that can affect caregivers. 

 
Figure 127. Moments during the workshops during Madremanya at the Royal School of Dramatic Arts, Madrid 
(2016). Ó Marta Vergonyós and Beatriz Santiago. Reprinted with permission. 
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Sindihogar/Sindillar, Dinamia. 
 
Sindillar is an organization with a clear political identity and agenda that cares for its 

members and offers them legal support. Personal transformation is valued as well as the 

important task of effecting social change and ultimately influencing political changes as 

well. Norma Falconi is a lawyer and founding member of both Sindillar and Papeles Para 

Tod@s. She has spent many years actively challenging the current laws on immigration in 

Spain and offering support to immigrants without legal status or in situations of inequality 

and precarity. She is very clear that the integration of artistic and creative processes in 

this fight for change is important.  

Sindillar has been working since its inception on the specific problems that affect women 

without papers in their day-to-day reality, their vulnerability and their ‘invisibility’. Sindillar 

offers legal protection and emotional support to ensure that at all times, these women can 

participate fully in the project without risk to themselves or their families. 

Norma continues, 
 

‘We have to begin with what the immigrant women, who are part of Madremanya, 
want to make visible - their migration process, the slavery in their work, the 
precarity, not having papers, being conditioned on a permanent basis by the work 
contract, the non-existence of occupational conciliation in this sector; the situation 
of minors, how she can begin to recognize her own self.’ 

 
 
The Stories. 
 

Amongst the women In Madremanya there are many different personal stories, some of 

them traumatic and violent. Some of us, like myself, have led a privileged life in a 

European ‘paradise’. Others come from countries where they have not had the same luck, 

suffering from violence, injustice and racism in their countries of origin, on their journey to 

Europe and on arrival here. Every woman has her own personal story as a starting point 

in this creative and political journey and for some, to be able to tell their own story can 

move, liberate and transform. Beyond the personal suffering and difficulties lies the 

strength and the will to transform the world into a more equal and just, freer and more 

loving place.  

The starting point in this project is to hear these life-stories from the immigrant women. 

Marta and Bea have spent many weeks filming interviews of the ten women who form the 

heart of the project. These stories have been shared with all of us within the workshops 

and in the residencies. At the evaluation of the first artistic residence of Madremanya in 

April 2016 in Girona, a member of Sindillar wrote that, 
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knowing the stories of our companions make us feel closer to each other, to feel 
that we belong to Sindihogar and La Bonne; to feel the diversity in the same 
environment; that diversity is complex but rich in learning and in the sharing. 

 
Work in Madremanya has focused on the narratives of life histories of immigrant women 

carers. The research has been re-presented in different formats; filmed interviews, 

presentations staged in public and research workshops with artists. In this sense, it has 

similarities to Applied Performance, that according to Nicola Shaughnessy, is more than 

being just about entertainment, having pedagogical, political and facilitative purposes. 

Shaughnessy states that ‘a liminal space where participants can play, become involved 

conceptually, in space and with imagination through experimentation and experience’ 

(Shaughnessy 2012). The invited artists, including myself, take part in a process of 

responsive action/reaction, in workshops and group performances, where each facilitator 

gives priority to the process itself. The political and ethical dangers are complex when the 

work is based on relationships, where there are cultural and socio-economic differences. 

Who decides what, and who represents who, are two vital issues to bear in mind if we 

don’t want to replicate patterns of hegemony. 

 

The group function as an isonomy149, as defined by Hannah Arendt, in which there is an 

equality ‘of those who form a body of peers’, all of them with equal rights to ‘step forth into 

the public space in a self-revelatory manner’ (Arendt 1963). Arendt sees this as a form of 

direct democracy that allows each individual a meaningful and useful active place within 

society. In this way each person is enabled to achieve their full potential (power) through 

correspondence. This isonomy is only possible in private for the women in Madremanya, 

given that in the public space, they have no right to appear. Madremanya offers a way of 

obtaining a relative political agency, within a protected (by Sindillar and Dinamia) 

environment where for a moment we can all explore the possibility of finding and exploring 

ways of assembling. Butler points to the limitations of isonomy as described by Arendt, 

highlighting the problematics for the dispossessed to resist and protest in public, where 

the legitimacy of the state can be called into question by the kinds of political agency that 

can break into the sphere of appearance from the outside, the body itself exercising a 

right that is not a right. She gives the example of undocumented workers protesting in the 

street, where, in theory, they are excluded. Within Madremanya, we can experiment with 

and test out what Jean-Luc Nancy calls ‘being-in-common’ or ‘being-with’ (Nancy & 

Pontbriand 2013, p.44). Butler too writes that ‘who we are, bodily, is already a way of 

being ‘for’ the other’ (Butler 2015, p.76). 

Our objective is to create a respectful space of free expression, a place where above all 

                                                
149 Isonomia from the Classical Greek, iso meaning equal and nomos meaning usage, custom or law. 
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we are a body of members, where reciprocity and the well-being of all is central. The role 

of the different artist facilitators in relation to the group is reviewed regularly to keep the 

participation dynamic, progressive and to ensure that there is no passive or coerced 

participation. Each artist shares her work with the group, within a shared creative space, 

offering the group an opportunity to experience their ideas in action and to test ways of 

doing that are open and flexible to change, during the process. With this diverse 

community of women whose interests and agendas are so varied, we will not focus the 

work solely on the identity of the carer but will be open to the multiple creative possibilities 

of every woman. To create a process that will offer all the participants the possibility to 

contribute positively in all phases is never easy to achieve and requires trust, generosity 

and reciprocity. Joseph Beuys wrote about the potential of teaching situations where, 

‘communication occurs in the reciprocity: should not be a unidirectional flow from the one 

who teaches to the one who learns (Beuys et al. 1990). 

 

When working in a process of inter-subjective creativity in a group, while sharing the living 

and working spaces, there are endless ways of relating with the other. Each person is an 

essential link in a chain of intra-potential relationships. How much each person is 

conscious or aware, is no more and no less valid than how another person may be. Every 

human being and their life-story is the source of innumerable possibilities to trigger a 

creative process. Not all of the women are artists and not everyone wants to develop their 

artistic vision, but any woman who comes to work in the group Madremanya, can explore 

their creative resources through art. Everyone has their own motivations for taking part, 

that might be purely individualistic, but the group well-being will always be a priority over 

and above personal satisfaction.  

 

The most important thing is to pay attention to that which leads toward a shared 

experience, while focusing on self-awareness and empathy in order to grow on a personal 

level and as human beings. In order to achieve this intimate connection, the incorporation 

of techniques to develop mindful awareness and group sensibility through movement can 

help us to stay in contact with the creative space. 

With these techniques it is possible to calm the internal noise sufficiently to be able to 

contemplate the topics of concern. This is an area of self-reflection that allows for inner 

knowing to emerge. Through continuous practice, it is possible to silence the river of 

thoughts and to focus on the research, to sharpen the questions and to find meanings. 

Also, in silence together in a group, a healing process of listening to each other and 

ourselves can begin.
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Figure 128. Flyer and group improvisation during Madremanya at the Royal School of Dramatic Arts, Madrid 
(2016). Ó Marta Vergonyós and Beatriz Santiago. Reprinted with permission. 

 

Improvisation 
 

I believe that what performance art improvisation can offer Madremanya is the ability to 

awaken the deep creativity of each person in the simple act of sensing and making sense 

together. In traditional theatre, priority has been given to visual and oral communication, 

but performance art processes generally are based on an exploration of the quality of 

being alive. This life-time quality opens us to the immediacy of the senses, a 

consciousness of being in the moment that Machon describes as 'praesencia' (praesse; 

prae, 'before' and esse, 'er') or what it is presented to the senses. Machon suggests we 

break the boundaries of what is logical and what is known, to reveal what has been 

hidden behind the words and the noise. She reminds us that ‘the human capacity to make 

meanings resides in experience’ (Machon 2013a). 

 

Play and pleasure are two elements that help to connect with the imagination and to find 

connections between us. This can allow for moments of discovery to suddenly appear, 

synchronicities that arise from a shared act or thought. In the real and direct meeting 

between you and me, we can re-encode, re-call, re-define. This is done in the doing and 

making, each responsible for her own actions, each prepared to do and to let do. Leaving 

aside the personal preferences of each person, it is possible to find a collective 

experience of time, journeying on a route that was not decided by anyone. The group 

becomes sensitive to the appearance of the future, without attachment to ideas and views, 

letting the action arise from the opening of the mind, heart and will and by merging the 

physical and the cerebral. 

 

The requirement of an attentive presence, with all the senses alert, reveals in each person 

their own autonomy, at the same time as revealing the links that connects them with their 
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colleagues, partners, or allies. In this mode of care, there is a simultaneous action and 

thought that depends upon intuition and non-localised communication. This is not about 

feeling the gap between the observer and the observed, but rather to open to the between 

space of intra-relationship and exchange where the borders between you and me are 

blurry and unpredictable. In this space between us communication flows in both 

directions. 

In the performance each person can maintain her own space, where the influences and 

relationships only serve to affirm the uniqueness and the value of each person without 

losing the collective vision. It is a space where we can begin to articulate new ways of 

being and doing, where injustice is named with the body and not with words and where 

this new symbolic of care, looked for by the women in Madremanya, arises from the deep 

experience of these new ways of acting and caring together. 

 

In the space of improvisation, the present moment is lived in a state of special attention, 

where the experience of shared duration has multiple implications; artistic, social, political 

and ethical. Here, in this space of con-sented time we constantly negotiate our place, 

values and perspectives in an imaginative, non-verbal discussion with no winners or 

losers. It is an exchange based on intuitive correspondence where it is possible to 

discover and to deeply transform relationships of exploitation. 

In contemporary life, it is not so easy to find such an empathic and ethical 

correspondence. The borders of Europe are closing to refugees and persons in need. 

How we are going to articulate our frustration, our shame? How are we are going to repair 

the terrible trauma that people suffer when they undertake a nightmare journey to an 

imagined place, to find on arrival that they are not wanted? How are we going to respond, 

and how are they to lead any kind of life?  

 

To fight against the devaluation of life, we will have to begin at home, re-defining the 

space between you and me, valuing each person’s process without prejudice. For this to 

be achieved in Madremanya, it will be important to create more spaces for living together, 

temporary homes for creative interconnection, that might happen in ongoing residencies 

with the group that will enable people to experience the kind of intimacy where trust can 

grow, and where all lives matter. The women of Sindillar explained in a letter, 

  
we are building a relationship of equality between us, little by little, not always 
noticeable, because stereotypes and fears don’t evaporate and because yes, it is 
the day-to-day relationships that help us to recognize the other person as a part of 
the group. 

 
Through improvisation, it is possible to build a trust in everyday relationships, not from 
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ideas and prejudices, but from the most profoundly human qualities of empathy and love. 

In improvisation, self-control is relaxed and there are no expectations of a specific result, 

allowing what is really important in us to emerge, closing the gap between me and you 

and allowing the emerging future to flow strongly forth. 

 

Conclusions 
 

In my opinion, what improvisation can offer to such autobiographical creative processes, 

is the opportunity to bypass the problem of language and verbalisation, where a repeated 

telling of traumatic experiences can in fact re-traumatise, or the naming of something 

become a limitation to imagination.  

 

Many questions have emerged from this work with Madremanya in relation to the actual 

practice. For me, it will be vital to address them, in future collaborations, in order to 

deconstruct habitual roles and to invent new complicities. This, I see as being an 

important part of the project, an essential critical questioning, that allows for directions to 

be taken or discarded by mutual con-sentment. Some of these questions are as follows: 

Who takes the decisions and responsibility for the continuation of the project? 

How do we articulate the differences between spaces that are directed, co-directed, 

consensual, consented? 

What is the importance of the political and the aesthetic in this art process? 

Is this a transformational process of healing? 

What are the differences between this project and immersive, integral or social theatres? 

Who cares for whom? 

 

We will continue to work at these questions and other issues that came up in the process 

of collaborating with Madremanya, such as, how to develop relationships of trust. How to 

overcome not only our cultural conditioning, but the differences between us in order to be 

comfortable in proximity at all levels, emotionally, physically and spiritually.  

This must be a space where everybody’s life matters and no-one’s story is more or less, 

important. It is in this overlapping of myself and other that I can feel your story and you 

mine, where we are equally present for each other, despite our differences, despite our 

wounds and our fears. We can find a way here to process the rage and violence through 

mindful caring of each other, a non-violent and transformational being together that 
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affronts the injustice of state by doing what we want to do, supported by each other, in 

private and importantly, in public.150 

I would speculate that maybe this is not the existential problem of ‘being-in-the-world’, with 

all the practical problems that come with it, but rather a ‘being-for-each-other’ in what I 

would call a relationship of porous generosity. Being for the other is opening your space 

(mental, emotional, spiritual and material) to the possibility of a closer encounter for the 

other. It is about letting authorship and ownership slide. It is replacing the isolation of the 

individual with a porous and amorphous cohabitation with others. It’s about an embodied 

non-violent approach to the threat of conflict, that is both about ethos and tactic (Butler 

2015, p191–2). Here in Madremanya, there is hope that we can find a way to develop, 

what Macy calls, a widening and deepening of self, not from moral obligation but from 

inclination and for pleasure. 

 

 

 

                                                
150 Many theatre groups such as The Theatre of Witness, have developed methodologies to engage with 

social and political groups in immersive theatres and social theatre projects. 




