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Kinesemiotics

This innovative work introduces the interdisciplinary field of research of Kinesemiotics, offering a new adaptable model and means of analysis for understanding forms of movement-based communication, such as dance, that use a codified language shared by a community of users.

It begins with a theoretical overview and review of existing literature on the main approaches to movement-based communication, specifically dance, which underpin Kinesemiotics as an area of study. It reaffirms previous work which established dance as a form of embodied communication in that it encompasses a wide range of semiotic styles and forms shared by communities of “speakers.” In collaboration with the English National Ballet, Maiorani employs the genre of ballet as a means through which to understand and analyse some of the key concepts of Kinesemiotics, mainly that of space as a semiotic dimension and “motivated movement,” or movement with meaning. Supported by automated movement recognition tools from the fields of bio-robotics engineering and computer science, Maiorani argues for ballet’s capacity, when movements are projected into meaningful space, to extend beyond sequences of physical movements to become a meaning making practice.

Kinesemiotics advances interdisciplinary research in the fields of social semiotics, media and communication, multimodality, linguistics and performance studies and will be of particular interest to students and scholars in these areas.

Arianna Maiorani is Senior Lecturer in Linguistics at Loughborough University and has a background as professional dancer, dance teacher and choreographer. Her research focuses on Multimodal Semiotics, Systemic Functional Linguistics and Discourse Analysis. Among her publications are the edited collections Multimodal Epistemologies (2014) and Meaning Making in Text (2015).
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Preface and Acknowledgements

This book combines my two souls: the dancer and the linguist, the choreographer and the semiotician, the creative and the analytical mind, the explorer and the thinker. Who says you need to choose?

Kinesemiotics started with an idea about expanding knowledge and lucky meetings with like-minded people who were not afraid to explore and propose unorthodox ideas: some of them played really important roles in the development of this work or in the circumstances that made this book possible. They deserve to be singled out.
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Very special thanks also go to the fabulous English National Ballet, their uniquely research-oriented artistic director, Tamara Rojo CBE, and the incredible people with whom I had the chance to work: director of engagement Fleur Derbyshire-Fox, who was the first one to believe in the Kinesemiotics project proposal and picked up the message in a bottle I sent out via e-mail with almost no hope of being read. She literally bet on us, welcomed the whole team in the Markova House for all our activities and made it all possible. Principal ballet master Irek Mukhamedov, one of the great dancers of these last decades (and personal ballet idol of mine!), who could not be more helpful and encouraging in all the time he spent supporting our experiments. Jennie Harrington who, notwithstanding her many duties, always managed to keep communication going and appointments happening so that this book could be completed “according to schedule.” And last but not least, first soloist Junor Souza, who volunteered for the experiments. We could have not hoped for a more dedicated, open-minded, generous and brilliant artist to work with us: notwithstanding he was recovering from a serious injury, Junor was indefatigable and the feedback he provided in our interview is invaluable (and his appearance in the video clips from the experiments I showed when I delivered conference papers literally left people in awe!).

Kinesemiotics research was also greatly supported by Loughborough University: first when I was awarded a CALIBRE grant to carry out our team work with the ENB and then when I was awarded funding through the Open Programme of the university’s Institute of Advanced Studies (IAS) to support a research visit from Professor John Bateman from the University of Bremen. The enlightening discussions I had with him helped me develop my theories and select specific movements and combinations for our experiments with the ENB. I am very grateful to him and to Loughborough University and the IAS for their continuous support. I am also very grateful to my research mentor, Professor Nigel Wood at Loughborough University, for always encouraging this research, whatever the circumstances. Three people, despite their very busy schedules, always found the time to read my drafts and reassure me I was not losing track of what I was writing, and they always provided insightful comments: Ivan Berazhny at Haaga-Helia University in Finland, Federica Formato at the University of Brighton in the UK and Francesca Altobelli in Rome, Italy. Your friendship, professionalism and support is invaluable.

Special thanks go to the editors at Routledge, especially Kay O’Halloran, who believed in this book from the very beginning.

And of course, I am always eternally grateful to my family and friends for their support and patience and for never asking why I always choose to deal with “unusual” ideas; especially my mum and dad, who allowed me to follow all my paths. Who says you need to choose?






Introduction: What Is Kinesemiotics?

A body is a spatial construct. It exists and functions through its relationship with space. Space itself is defined by the presence of bodies of any kind: without bodies we call it “void.” Kinesemiotics studies the human body as a resource for making meaning, as a socio-semiotic entity that embodies individuality in a continuous, osmotic relationship with the social, cultural and also natural context that surrounds it. Kinesemiotics focuses on the human body enacting communication in socio-semiotic space and dance is its research ground. Why dance? Because dance is a form of movement-based communication, a social semiotic activity that characterises all cultures worldwide. Dance has always developed and evolved within societies:1 as a form of contextual participation to various types of social rituals and celebrations, as a form of performed narrative shared by whole communities, as a form of social activity and entertainment in public or private balls2 and eventually as a highly specialised form of movement-based performing art under the general definition of ‘ballet.’3

Two elements are essential for dance to happen: the human body as maker of meaning and a space with which the human body interacts through movement. Dance makes meaning through the interaction between the human body and the space in which the body moves, a space that is shared by the dancer and their audience and that therefore becomes the context of dance discourse. By discourse I hereby stand by Foucault’s use of the term as a knowledge-shaping process through which human cultures are built, elaborated and understood in their complexity of discrete areas of accumulated and transmissible knowledge.4 Dance is a form of social semiosis that produces discourse which is interactively communicated via movement. “Discourse” is a term that is generally used in relation to verbal language even though Foucault referred to it as a semiotic activity that produces objects of different types and nature.5 By this definition, a choreographed6 sequence of dance movements produces dance discourse: a choreography is a dance movement-based text that carries out a piece of dance discourse in context. It is therefore very tempting to apply categories of verbal linguistic analysis to the analysis of meanings produced by dance discourse.7 However, unlike verbal language, dance communicates not just through the construal of sequences of sign structures; dance communicates through a flow of movement-based structures that involve body parts in interaction with a contextual space that is in itself charged with semiotic values. Dance is a semiotic system that does not work on denotative and connotative semantic relations but rather through the interaction between the human body in motion and space, which produces content for the audience’s interpretation. For these reasons, “transcribing” dance both in its physical quality and in its semantic values has always been a semiotic challenge. Based on linguistic and socio-semiotic theories, Kinesemiotics takes on this challenge and offers a new approach for the analysis of movement-based discourse centred on the human body and its ability to communicate beyond the limits of individual languages through its motivated interaction with the space around it. Kinesemiotics looks at the body as maker of meaning through movement: it approaches dance as both a form of physical performance and as a semiotic system that functions in social contexts. It offers a new linguistics-based socio-semiotic approach to the analysis of the meaning-making processes through which dance discourse is created and communicated and hopefully a starting point for the development of a new, interdisciplinary field of research.

The book is divided into four chapters: chapter 1 offers an overview of the disciplines, scholars and approaches that have addressed issues related to movement-based performance analysis and recording. The second chapter is a theoretical introduction to the concepts underpinning the analytical methodology of Kinesemiotics, and it also displays the most updated version of the Functional Grammar of Dance. The third chapter offers examples of analysis using the Functional Grammar of Dance. The fourth chapter reports an interview with a professional dancer from the English National Ballet with whom I collaborated along with colleagues from Loughborough University on some preliminary Kinesemiotics experiments.



Notes

1. John Blacking proposes a compelling definition of dance as an ancestral form of human communication across cultures: “Although ‘dance’ is a social fact, I assume that it is derived from species-specific capacities, and that it is therefore part of the human constitution and a basic force in social life, and not merely the consequence of human invention at some particular time.… Its evolutionary importance as a mode of communication is borne out by the fact that it has not been superseded by verbal language, although clearly verbal language is generally more efficient for cultural adaptation. The universality and survival of ‘dance’ suggest that it cannot be abandoned without danger to the human species; that it must be practised by all; and that its evolutionary value lies in its effectiveness as a mode of non-verbal communication” (Blacking, 1983: 89).

2. Judith Lynne Hanna highlighted the necessity of studying dance in its phenomenological manifestation just because of its universal character and the fact that it evolves with peoples and cultures: “The importance of dance as a phenomenon to study derives from its near universality; its possible biological and evolutionary significance as innately derived behaviour with survival value” (Hanna, 1979b: 17).

3. In the introduction to her seminal work from 1979 on dance as a form of communication, Hanna describes all the different aspects of dance as a human behaviour that permeates all aspects of human social life and culture, and she highlights the centrality of the human body as both dance creator and tool: “We can view dance from a number of different perspectives. Dance is physical behavior.… The action, or existential flow, of dancing is inseparable from the dancer: the creator and instrument of dance are one. Dance is cultural behavior: a people’s values, attitudes, beliefs partially determine the conceptualization of dance as well as its physical production.… Dance is social behavior… dance reflects and influences patterns of social organization.… Dance is psychological, involving cognitive and emotional experiences… economic behavior… political behavior…. Dance is Communicative behavior… or ‘body language’” (Hanna, 1979a: 3–4).

4. Foucault (2002)

5. “[I]n the most general, and vaguest way, it [discourse] denoted a group of verbal performances; and by discourse, then, I meant that which was produced (perhaps all that was produced) by the groups of signs. But I also meant a group of acts of formulation, a series of sentences or propositions. Lastly – and it is this meaning that was finally used (together with the first, which served in a provisional capacity) – discourse is constituted by a group of sequences of signs, in so far as they are statements, that is, in so far as they can be assigned particular modalities of existence” (Foucault, 2002: 120–121).

6. Choreography (a term of Greek origin – χορεία dancing + -γραϕια writing – which means “dance design”) is the art of designing a dance piece; the noun also defines the product of that art. A modern choreographer is an artist who designs an original piece of dance.

7. Even Hanna eventually defines dance as a natural language and hints at linguistic categories to provide a general description of how it works as a system: “Dance is a conceptual natural language with intrinsic and extrinsic meanings, a system of physical movements, and interrelated rules guiding performance in different social situations” (Hanna, 1979a: 5). The definition is fascinating although the phrase “conceptual natural language” clearly shows the difficulty in actually capturing the nature of dance-based meaning making processes.









1
How to Capture Dance Discourse?

1.1 Dance Notation Systems: What They Do and Do Not Do


Dance notation systems are the most classical manual device to record and archive dance movement sequences. They are still used for notation and archiving of dance choreographies in most dance companies and represent the most systematic attempt at capturing the way dance movement is structured over a music score. The most widespread in use and well known worldwide were created by dance practitioner and choreographer Rudolf Laban and dance practitioners Rudolf and Joan Benesh. Laban’s system, known as Labanotation or kinetography,1 was first published in 1928 in a booklet entitled Schrifttanz,2 which was divided into three sections: Methodology, Orthography and Explanations. Laban himself took inspiration from notation systems developed in the 17th century in France; in his preface to Principles of Dance and Movement Notation (1956) he mentions the work of Pierre Beauchamp (1631–1705) and Raoul Augier Feuillet (1659–1710), who created systems of dance notation that they implemented for their work at the court of Louis XIV of France. Eminent dancer and choreographer Beauchamp was appointed director of the Académie Royale de Dance in 1671; his notation system was commissioned by Louis XIV and published by dance notator Feuillet in Choréographie ou de l’Art de Décrire la Dance par Caractères, Figures et Signes Démonstratifs (1701).3 Previously, Thoinot Arbeau had published some dance descriptions in Orchesographie (1634) where dance was described through notation and word description.4 Laban’s aim was to create a notation system that would preserve choreographies for future generations,5 choreographies that he did not think could be captured appropriately by photography or cinematography.6 His notation system was intended for ballet, including both classical choreographies and his new creations, a system that in his own words would be “comparable to the phonetic alphabet” and that would record “the precise time taken for each movement” (Labanotation follows the music score) and describe “the essential feature of dance, namely its flow of movement.”7 The focus is therefore exclusively on movement, although Laban himself, as documented by Watts,8 had to move from the intention of transcribing the flow of movement to the solution of focusing on transcribing the transition between one body position and the following.

Although it is adopted all over the world for archiving and teaching reasons,9 Labanotation is also very complex and laborious and can only be undertaken by properly trained notators. In its graphic form, human body parts are represented as a series of unstructured symbols drawn along vertical three-line staffs that represent the body itself, ideally divided into right and left side. The basic elements of the notation are body parts, space (in terms of directions and levels of movement), timing (fast or slow pace), dynamics (strong or light) and movement flow (bound or free movement patterns).10 A very basic example of Labanotation graphics is represented in Figure 1.1.


[image: Figure 1.1 Basic example of Labanotation representation (own graphics).]
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