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“Across his novels, essays, and place-based writings, Georges Perec radically expanded our understanding of how we inhabit and interact with everyday spaces. His work foregrounds questions of embodiment, in both historical and relational terms, and proposes experimental forms of engagement with the world in which we dwell. Perec’s influence is increasingly evident across multiple disciplines and fields of creative practice. In this welcome exploration of the intersections of Perec’s writing with dance, Leslie Satin urges us to consider his oeuvre in new ways while exploring its implications for embodied performance more broadly.”

Charles Forsdick, Drapers Professor of French, University of Cambridge, UK




“Leslie Satin, dancer and dance scholar, deftly claims Georges Perec for the dance world. She invites him into her own family history as she imagines herself ‘dancing with Perec.’ Her recollections of Perec’s significant presence in her own path through a dancing life ranges from aspirational flights of fancy to embodied experiences with Perec’s ideas writ large, all through the lens of postmodern dance. Satin’s scholarship and analysis of Perec is deeply rooted in an interdisciplinary framework, while her prose metaphorically dances across time and the pages of this timely text.”

Douglas Rosenberg, Vilas Distinguished Achievement Professor of Art, University of Wisconsin-Madison




“Dancing With Georges Perec is an examination of the work of an experimental French writer and his choreographic contemporaries in New York City. Leslie Satin has created an imaginative and personal work that brings them together, though neither culture had probably ever heard of the other. A fascinating enterprise.”

Yvonne Rainer, co-founder of the Judson Dance Theater; author of Work: 1961–1973; co-editor of Parts of Some Sextets, 1965/2019
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Dancing with Georges Perec

This book explores the relationship of the life and work of the remarkable Parisian-Jewish writer Georges Perec (1936–1983) to dance.

Dancing with Georges Perec  addresses art-making parallels and their personal and sociocultural contexts, including Perec’s childhood loss of his parents in the Holocaust and its repercussions in the significance of the body, everydayness, space, and attention permeating his work. This book, emerging from author Leslie Satin’s perspective as a dancer and scholar, links Perec’s concerns with those of dance and demonstrates that Perec’s work has implications for dance and how we think about it. Moreover, it is framed as a performative autobiographical enactment of the author’s relationship to Perec, periodically linking their written, danced, and imagined lives.

This exploration will be of great interest to dancers, dance scholars, and dance students interested in contemporary experimental dance and contemporary dance.

Leslie Satin is a member of the Gallatin Arts Faculty at New York University’s Gallatin School of Individualized Study and a choreographer and dancer. Her performance texts and scholarly writing on dance’s intersections with other fields have been published in many journals and edited collections.




Routledge Advances in Theatre & Performance Studies

This series is our home for cutting-edge, upper-level scholarly studies and edited collections. Considering theatre and performance alongside topics such as religion, politics, gender, race, ecology, and the avant-garde, titles are characterized by dynamic interventions into established subjects and innovative studies on emerging topics.

The Art of Entertainment

Popular Performance in Modern British Art, 1880 to 1940

Jason Price

The Routledge Companion to Performance-Related Concepts in Non-European Languages

Erika Fischer-Lichte, Torsten Jost, Astrid Schenka

The Legacy of Stylistic Theatre in the Creation of a Modern Sinhala Drama in Sri Lanka

Lakshmi D. Bulathsinghala

Passion and Elegance

How Flamenco and Classical Ballet Met at the Ballets Russes

Barbara Marangon

The Canon in Contemporary Theatre

Plays by Shakespeare, Ibsen, and Brecht in Contemporary Directors’ Theatre

Lars Harald Maagerø

Dancing with Georges Perec

Embodying Oulipo

Leslie Satin

For more information about this series, please visit: www.routledge.com/Routledge-Advancesin-Theatre--Performance-Studies/book-series/RATPS




Dancing with Georges Perec Embodying Oulipo

Leslie Satin

[image: Logo: Published by Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, London, New York. Routledge is an imprint of Taylor and Francis Group, an Informa business, Humanity and Social Sciences Publishers Book]



First published 2024

by Routledge

4 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge

605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10158

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2024 Leslie Satin

The right of Leslie Satin to be identified as author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 9780367698881 (hbk)

ISBN: 9780367698898 (pbk)

ISBN: 9781003143741 (ebk)

DOI: 10.4324/9781003143741

Typeset in Sabon

by codeMantra




To my family, with love




Contents

Acknowledgments

Foreword

PAT CATTERSON

1 Dancing with Georges Perec: An Introduction

2 George Perec’s Radical Fractures: Engaging Autobiography

3 Looking, Listening, Listing: Attention and the Infra-Ordinary

Entracte: The Body Catalogue

4 Bodies in Space, Bodies as Space

5 Ludic Literature: Oulipo and Rethinking Composition

6 What is Dance? Radical Acts of Embodiment

7 Dancing into the Twenty-First Century with Georges Perec

Index




Acknowledgments

Soon after encountering the work of Georges Perec, I was struck by a sense of his writing as somehow connected to dance, my primary field of practice and scholarship. Figuring out what constituted that “somehow” became the long, engrossing research process which led to this book. Much of the research came in the form of conversations, interviews, discussions, and other interactions, intentional and incidental, with people in the overlapping communities of my life. I would like to thank them here.

Thank you, first, to the literary scholars whose work contributed so much to my own. I am especially grateful to David Bellos and Warren F. Motte, both of whom have invested so much time and thought in contemplating and investigating the work of Georges Perec and Oulipo, and who agreed to meet with me. Our interviews were extremely useful; both interlocutors were generous and supportive. I am also indebted, of course, to their published research and that of others.

Thank you to the dancers whose ideas, observations, and descriptions have been so valuable. I interviewed some of them and had many, many less formal conversations with those same people and with others, some of whom are longtime friends, some of whom read and responded to chapters in process, all of whom have contributed invaluably to developing my ideas. Recent interviewees Richard Colton, Ishmael Houston-Jones, Barbara Mahler, Yvonne Rainer, and Vicky Shick were very generous with their time way beyond our “official” conversations. Other dancers whose numerous conversations and/or earlier interviews have been productive in my thinking about dance include David Botana, Pat Catterson, Janet Charleston, Douglas Dunn, Elise Gent, Jennifer Goggans, the late David Gordon and Valda Setterfield, Deborah Hay, Ted Johnson, Susan Klein, Meredith Monk, Jeremy Nelson, Wendy Perron, Daniel Squire, and Carol Teitelbaum. Thank you to Vicky Hunter for our scholarly and choreographic partnership and our rich friendship, which began with our love of Georges Perec! Thank you to Claudia Brazzale for many timezone-crossing conversations about space, scores, and dance. In memory: Thank you forever to Marjorie Gamso, Sally Gross, Aileen Passloff, David Vaughan, and James Waring.

Thank you to friends and colleagues in other fields, especially visual arts, theater, and music, whose conversations and collaborations over the years have been enriching, and whose support has been unwavering. These include Connie Beckley, Marty Donach, Robert Flynt, Nicholas Gamso, Andrew Gurian, Béatrice Matriona Johnson, Jeff McMahon, Nicole Plett, Karen Robbins, and Gabriela Vainsencher. Mady Schutzman, special thanks for your support, thoughtful readings, and reassurances about the developing process. Thank you to Jerri Hurlbutt for your research assistance and your eagle eye. Thank you to Anita Malnig for careful reading of the chapters. Thank you to June Abbott, who has enthusiastically attended multiple Perec conferences across the UK with me and has avidly read and responded to every chapter. Thank you to Ogden Goelet, who has regularly supplied me with ever-better French dictionaries and off-topic French literature. Thank you to my French class, surtout Béatrice Puja (professeur extraordinaire), Mary Lynn Bergman-Rallis, and Deborah Cooper.

Thank you to the organizers and participants of conferences which introduced me to scholars offering new perspectives on my interests and afforded me the opportunity to offer presentations based on research-in-process which would develop into essays, chapters, and this book. These conferences included Species of Spaces: Transdisciplinary Approaches to the Work of Georges Perec, UK, 2014; Performance, Place, Possibility: Performance in Contemporary Urban Contexts, UK, 2014; Interdisciplinary Conference on Emotional Geographies, UK, 2015; Georges Perec’s Geographies/ Perecquian Geographies, UK, 2016; Staking a Claim for Dance Studies, UK, 2017; Contra: Dance and Conflict, Dance Studies Association, Malta, 2018; and several symposia at the University of Chichester, UK. Conferences focusing on Jewishness and the arts include Jews and Jewishness in the Dance World, US, 2018, and Conney Conferences on Jewish Arts, US, 2019 and 2022. Those I have met and learned from at these are too numerous to name, but special thanks to Heike Salzer, the Endotics (see Chapter 3), Gustavo Fijalko, the late Lauren Berlant, Douglas Rosenberg and the heterogeneous gathering of Jewish artists his Conney Conferences attract, and the unusually active and supportive Dancing Jewish listserve.

I am very grateful to New York University’s Gallatin School of Individualized Study for its support and for the relationships with friends and colleagues, especially the members of the Arts Faculty and others who have expressed interest in this project. Very special thanks to Julie Malnig, who has been so supportive, intellectually and personally, throughout the book’s development, for many probing conversations about concert and social dance history, and for her detailed  responses to my writing. Thank you to literary scholar Eugene Vydrin for reading several chapters and responding with both extreme specificity and inimitable exuberance. Thank you to Michael Dinwiddie, Lise Friedman, Stacy Pies, and the late Rahul Hamid for their enthusiasm and interest in the project. Thank you to former Dean Susanne Wofford, who was consistently supportive of this work. Thank you to Dean Victoria Rosner, who has also expressed interest in the book, and to Associate Dean Alejandro Velasco, who has acknowledged the project’s value. Many thanks to Gallatin for financial support during this period of work, including multiple Jewish Studies grants, Professional Development Fund grants, and a Gallatin Enhanced Faculty Research Fund grant.

Thank you to all my students who have read Perec’s essays and found pleasure in his writing and his ideas about space, cities, and seeing. These students, in interdisciplinary courses linking studio work in experimental choreography to scholarship in dance and other disciplines, laughed and wrote and argued, then made terrific score-based performances with bodies, objects, space, and language.

Thank you to Movement Research, especially Executive Director Barbara Bryan, Programs and Event Associate Yuexing (Star) Sun, and Media and Communications Manager Marielys Burgos Meléndez, for their assistance with my research. Thank you to MR for keeping the contemporary dance community alive during the stages of the pandemic. In the same category: Thank you to Danspace Project for its ongoing support of the dance community and its connections to scholarly investigations, especially in the form of thematic Platforms.

Many thanks to the Merce Cunningham Trust for keeping classes going, online and eventually in person, throughout the pandemic. Special thanks to Jennifer Goggans, Program Coordinator of the Cunningham Trust, for her central role in producing these classes and for her active interest in my work. Thank you to everyone who taught Cunningham classes during this period, especially Janet Charleston for her Saturday Zooms.

Special thanks, of course, to Routledge Theatre and Performance Editor Laura Hussey for her enthusiasm and support for the project from the start. Thank you to Senior Editorial Assistant Swati Hindwan for guiding me through the process. Thank you, too, to Daniel Gundlach for thoughtful indexing of the material.

*

Thank you, of course, to my family. I am grateful to my mother, Phyllis Satin, to my late father, Jerry Satin, and to my sisters Bascha and Sally for their continuing love and interest in my work. I thank above all my husband, Dean Rainey, and our next generation, Simone, Lucas, and Leila. They have been living with this project for a long time and as far as I can tell remain enthused about it; this means more than I can say. Dean’s support, in particular, has been rock-solid and consistent; he has read and discussed the chapters, saved the day on numerous occasions of computer misfire, and in all ways, practical and psychological, supported the development of this project. I can’t imagine having completed this work without him.




Foreword Pat Catterson*

Artists on different continents, in the same era, but who never met, were yet similarly compelled to teach and entreat us to see differently, be it through words or performance. They celebrated the ordinary, the everyday, the uncoded, the inconsequential: their value was made evident by the rigor of their artistic placement via structures of careful selection, combining, and repetition. The resulting works were simultaneously too much, just enough, personal, impersonal, serious, playful, expressive and not, difficult and familiar.

In her enlightening book Dancing with Georges Perec: Embodying Oulipo, Leslie Satin exhaustively analyzes and compares these two artistic movements from the tumultuous 1960s: Judson Dance Theater and early postmodern dance and the writing of Georges Perec and his colleagues. One I knew well, the other not at all.

I came to New York City to begin my dancing and choreographic career in 1968, at the very end of the Judson experiments, the dance scene still seething from its disruptions. It was not yet iconic, not yet included in syllabi across disciplines in the university. I wanted to make my own stamp as a choreographer, but with that influence among many others; 116 dances later I continue to try. Leslie came to the New York dance scene several years later than I did but, through Bob Dunn and Sally Gross, as well as James Waring, who had planted the seeds in her pre-NYC years, she was introduced to Judson’s intellectual and artistic projects and methods. Years later, she became fascinated and charmed by Perec’s writing, seeking out opportunities to share experiences and ideas with others equally enchanted by his work. Both fed her own artistic investigations.

Leslie and I have been dance colleagues for decades, taking the same classes, attending shows, seeing and appreciating one another’s work, talking endlessly about dance, and comparing notes on the enterprise of teaching. We also share an admiration for Yvonne Rainer, a pivotal figure in her book. I first performed with Yvonne Rainer, one of the seminal members of Judson Dance Theater, in 1969 and since 1999 have served as her dancer, choreographic/rehearsal assistant, and principal transmitter and caretaker of her early dances. As Leslie mentions in her book, I taught her Yvonne Rainer’s Trio A in a workshop for Movement Research and smidgens of it in guest stints in her classes at New York University.

As this book attests, the work of the 1960s across art forms is still being parsed and discussed and still inspires many. It is evident that these artists continue to impact Leslie Satin’s own choreography and teaching and thinking about art and its meaning-making. In fact, it is through her work and this book that these two movements meet and “dance” together. As she says in one of her chapters, “I came to this party late and have never left.”

Whether you’re familiar with one or the other or neither of these artists or episodes in art history, you will be fascinated by the results of Satin’s research and analysis, a further contribution to the accounting of this period, one that is both scholarly and personal.


Note


	* Pat Catterson is a New York- and Boston-based choreographer, educator, and writer who has choreographed 116 works. She first performed with Yvonne Rainer in 1969 and continues to this day as her assistant and transmitter of her early works.
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Dancing with Georges Perec: Embodying Oulipo is an interdisciplinary joining of legacies, art forms, perspectives, histories, and voices.1 I look here at the work of Georges Perec—the literary wizard whose genre-crossing writing brought together extremes of compositional agility, style, and tone with far-ranging investigations of personal, political, and cultural concerns—and reconsider it in light of other arts: of its own time, of now, of a few points between. Specifically, I explore the connections of Perec’s work to dance, especially experimental Western concert dance, from my viewpoint as a dance practitioner and scholar, and as an act of autobiographical imagination.

On March 28, 2014, I attended what was not only my first conference exploring the work of Georges Perec, but nearly everyone’s first, an international gathering charged with excitement and anticipation.2 Called “Species of Spaces: Transdisciplinary Approaches to the Work of Georges Perec,” it was sponsored by the Modern Humanities Research Association and held at the Institute of Design, Culture and the Arts at Teesside University, in a post-industrial town in northeast England’s County Durham. There is much to say about this conference, and I will return to it later in this book. For now, though, I want simply to note the exhilaration of spending three days surrounded by fellow Perec enthusiasts from across the globe, all of whom had been struck by the work of this twentieth-century experimental writer and by its connection to their art practices, their academic disciplines, and their ideas about space and language and literature and loss, and all of whom were delighted to encounter each other.

At that time, I had begun what I did not yet know would become the project which grew into this book, Dancing with Georges Perec: Embodying Oulipo. The project really started in 2012, when I read Perec’s work for the first time—Species of Spaces and Other Pieces, and then Life A User’s Manual—and became utterly enamored of it. Species of Spaces (SOS from here on)3 lured me into its conception of a life seen in terms of space and spaces: primarily organized along a single plan or design, from the smallest spaces of Perec’s life (the page) to the largest (the world, and space itself); the writing an array of literary forms and styles; the content a mix of visual and material detail, personal reflections, political perspectives, and a compelling sense of the person producing this life on paper. The dictionary-size Life A User’s Manual was more purposefully and dramatically a wilder ride, plunging me into an enormous and enormously seductive word-world of intertwined puzzles, embedded and floating arcana, and a narrative at once composed of seemingly endless parts, pieces, and periods.

I was thrilled by this writing that was so aesthetically rich, so intellectually lively, so weirdly funny at the same time as it was permeated with pathos. I was drawn as well to Perec’s compositional choices, including both the out-front and behind-the-scenes scores and strategies,4 the mélange of literary styles, and the games and generally ludic approaches to devising and presenting material. Most simply, I loved his lists, his offerings of material somehow categorized though often un-narrativized or un-matrixed. As a dancer and choreographer who came of age not long after the bolt of lightning that was early postmodern dance in 1960s New York City, who has continued to feel inspired by what still functions for many dancers as its aesthetic and compositional lineage, and who for years has written about and taught studio and academic courses emerging from that choreographic perspective, I found in Perec’s writing an ideal, if unlikely, challenge and partnership—a dance partnership.

And so: Dancing with Georges Perec: Embodying Oulipo (from here on, Dancing with Georges Perec or, simply, Dancing). The book in your hands or on your screen considers the work of this iconoclastic Parisian Jewish writer (1936–1982), widely known and admired for his literary experimentation and, in particular, for his contributions to Oulipo, the Ouvroir de Littérature Potentielle (Workshop for Potential Literature), the organization of wickedly clever writers and mathematicians, founded in 1960 to incite literary experimentation, as it connects to dance. It recognizes and, I hope, communicates the delight and expansiveness I have experienced in exploring some of the aesthetic and compositional overlaps across literature, especially Perec’s, and choreography. In Dancing, writing as a dancer and an interdisciplinary arts, dance, and performance scholar, I link Perec’s work to its implications both for dance and for our thinking about it.

Georges Perec, who was both brilliant and prolific, figures prominently in the world of twentieth-century Western literature. Deeply experimental in his structural and stylistic approaches to composition, he is widely known for the radical choices he made both before and during his long association with Oulipo, the organization founded to devise what its members called contraintes, or constraints: strategic limitations designed to radically re-imagine and extend existing compositional approaches. Perec’s writing is known for its investigations of everyday life, its complexly playful experiments with language: letters, words, sentences, and beyond. Elements of autobiography and memory, actual and altered, thread insistently through his creations. Ardently devoted to writing across literary forms, Perec amassed a huge volume of material exemplifying a particularly far-reaching range of genres, including but not limited to novels, essays, poetry, plays, films, puzzles, games, lists, and palindromes.

Perec is not known, though, solely for his incursions into literary genres and structures. From the first, his writing addressed an unusually extensive range of subject areas, private experiences, and public circumstances, and brought them into contact with each other. He wrote inquiringly, playfully, passionately about ways he saw the world operate, from the narrowest of focuses—his desktop, his coffee-stirring spoon—to the broadest: history, human suffering, power dynamics.

Those large-scale phenomena were more than intellectual concerns. They were the political and familial frames of his childhood and the terrible losses he suffered then, which reverberated throughout his life and, by extension, his work. Perec was born to a Polish Jewish family in Paris in 1936, just four years before the start of the German Occupation of France. By the time he was seven years old, he had lost both parents to the Holocaust: his father was killed in battle, his mother “disappeared” at Auschwitz. Perec, known then as Jojo, was taken in and raised by the loving and generous (and complicated) family of his aunt and uncle and given the opportunity for a “normal” life from early on. Nonetheless, themes of pain, loss, isolation, absence, and abandonment pervade his writing, side by side with the levity and the intellectual and stylistic dexterousness characterizing so much of it; these themes underlie both those pieces which seem clearly to be autobiographical and those which do not.

Perec was not a big-name author during his lifetime; he did, though, receive two major literary prizes: the 1965 Prix Renaudot for his early novel, Les Choses (Things), and the 1978 Prix Médicis for the novel widely seen as his masterwork, La Vie Mode d’Emploi (Life A User’s Manual). He lived a life embedded in literary, political, and artistic circles,5 and had a range of familial, social, and intimate relationships. Sadly, he died of cancer in 1982: quite young, just before his forty-sixth birthday.

I offer this brief general account to introduce readers to Dancing with Georges Perec: to Perec himself, his writing, and the unusual premise prompting the book’s existence. Perec’s many works of fiction and non-fiction indeed considered or explored a vast span of subject areas, and his adventures in content and style have had repercussions since his first literary endeavors in the early 1960s. These repercussions have been largely, and logically, situated in the worlds of literature and writing, including their intertwining with the worlds of the Holocaust, Jewishness, and autobiography. These are the worlds in which a considerable amount of Perec scholarship has been located.

One world that Perec barely wrote about, though, is dance. That omission, that lacuna, is at the heart of this project, which explores the relationships of Perec’s work to dance.


Introduction to the Project: Perec, Dancing, Writing

While I use the word “project” primarily in regard to this book, in fact, the project covers a broader territory. It extends to the collection of dances, essays, and scholarly and performative presentations which I have created over the last several years, some of which I address in Dancing, all of which have been instrumental to the development of my perspective on Perec.6 These pages exploring Perec and his work not only represent the ideas that I have derived from his writing and from the writing of other scholars and admirers probing it; they represent, too, my experiences of his work: the embodied experiences integral to my dance practice; the ways I understand and animate those ideas in choreographic, physical, or somatic as well as textual form.

Dancing with Georges Perec is a vehicle for bringing together Perec’s work with dance via the critical, analytical, experiential, corporeal, emotional, and mnemonic strands of my ongoing engagement with both areas. It is neither a manual nor a demonstration of direct correspondences of two unlike areas. Instead, it is a reflection on Perec’s work as it has touched me, through its beauty, through its revelations about human lives, and through its interplay with my experiences in dance and with many of my ideas and beliefs about embodied knowledge and about space.

What I offer here, then, is my dancerly experience of reading Perec. That is, having read his work, open to how it affects me in terms of ideas, imagination, and embodiment, I have engaged in an imaginary dance with his ideas. I have also had many rich and unanticipated experiences of dancing, choreographing, and consciously moving through everyday life, more fully understanding the ways that words and bodies act on each other, through my work with Perec.



My Dance Histories: Selections

These experiences join my histories in dance and dance writing as they contribute to the breadth of this project, including my own position(s) within it. Dance is an extensive, variegated, and complex field, composed of at least as many parts and perspectives as there are originating cultures, historical contexts, and individual practitioners. Within that, my definition of the form is infinitely open, joining an endlessly contingent and continuous relationship of cultures, bodies, space, and time; of being and becoming; of the braiding of creating, enacting, and responding. Dancing with Georges Perec emerges from my personal perspective as an interdisciplinary arts and performance scholar, writer, and teacher, and as a New York dancer, white and female, trained for many years in dance techniques primarily associated with Western concert dance as well as with cultural conventions of movement, space, and aesthetics stretching beyond the studio.

These techniques include a range of modern and postmodern dance, improvisation, somatic and other exploratory movement practices, as well as ballet, and, more recently, West African and Haitian dances. Each of these has been critical in shaping my dancing and my understanding of the forms; each has contributed to shaping my actual body and my sense of how to move, how to be still. I have brought my passions for hiking and walking as well as my long involvement with meditation into my dance practice and my dances. My choreographic work—initially prompted by early eye-opening and arts-crossing studies with proto-postmodernist and eccentric balletomane choreographer James Waring7—has variously integrated formalism with a range of compositional and aesthetic options and interests: scores and structures; images; and ever-shifting beliefs about intuition, impulse, expression, and autobiography. My explorations of all these areas were expanded enormously by my long friendship with Sally Gross, an original participant in the concerts of the Judson Dance Theater which put postmodern dance on the map, who continued her work as a trends-be-damned minimalist choreographer par excellence for decades after.

It is largely because of my youthful studies with Waring as well as my relationship with Gross that I came early on to see dance, especially the phase of postmodern dance to which they introduced me, and the questions and research it engendered, as fundamentally engaged with similar prompts across other art forms. Certainly, these mentors made clear by example that it was imperative to know what else was going on in the arts, to figure out relationships among them, and to both prize embodied experience and complicate as well as articulate it in language. And so, my involvement with dance has always been of a piece with my predisposition toward the visual arts, and with work in performance art, theater, music, and writing that zigzags across these titles and territories, that exults in the overlaps and exchanges: Interdisciplinarity is at the core of my research and experiences as an artist as well as an academic.

It is no surprise, then, that my Perec project both joins dance and literature and is aesthetically grounded in postmodern dance. I use the term “postmodern dance” broadly, primarily linking it to its historical beginnings in the 1950s/60s and to its lineage, including evolutions and deviations, stemming from these early days. This history, largely framed by US-based writers, includes its more-or-less official beginnings, before my dancing/viewing time, in early 1960s New York City; and its roots, extending back through the 1950s and into the work of some of my eventual teachers and mentors. Postmodern dance also includes the current experimental work that remains, in many ways and through multiple perspectives, in dialogue with its earlier forms. That dialogue, much of it conducted by younger artists not as encumbered by expectations of what postmodern and other experimental dance should be or do, is bringing both dance and its discourse into new and necessary realms of worldliness, connecting movement and Movements, practice and concept.

My longest-term dance studies, and the consequential imprinting on my body of a corporeal dance model or framework, are in the technique developed by twentieth-century American choreographer Merce Cunningham. His invigorating experimental work had legs, as it were, in both modernism and postmodernism—a factor germane to the dance taking place during Perec’s writing life.8 It has also been critical to me and to other adherents of the technique who have jointly embodied Cunningham’s ideas and been powerfully affected by his dances while following choreographic paths grounded in postmodern aesthetic inquiry. Nonetheless, I experience Cunningham’s movement as well as the ideas about bodies, space, time, and composition it animates as my dancing body’s home base.

Like most homes, this one is not without its cobwebs, its concerns and questions; and like any cultural practice, it reflects the broader concerns and questions pervading the culture. That is to say, however neutral, even “natural” this way of experiencing my body feels to me, it is neither. The issue of what constitutes nature and the natural is an important throughline in dance and dance history, linked to cultural ideas about bodies, movement, space, and social as well as aesthetic or to-be-watched choreography. Over the years, my own experiences of dance-making, viewing, studying, and teaching have increasingly incorporated elements of somatic practices and beliefs about movement into all my work, even my continued engagement with Cunningham technique. (It, too, has changed; for instance, its teaching more and more reflects instructors’ embodied knowledge of the physical and physiological implications of somatic practices to this work.)



Experimental Arts of the 1960s: Judson Dance Theater and Oulipo

Dancing brings Perec’s writing into contact with dance in several ways. For one, it proposes a significant historical relationship, that of the experimental literature of this mid-twentieth-century writer and the postmodern dance that emerged in early 1960s New York City. I look here at Perec’s work and at the Oulipian practices of 1960s Paris in which Perec participated and consider how they compare and otherwise resonate with another nexus of arts experimentation of roughly that time: the Judson Dance Theater, whose central work, ranging from 1962 to 1964, during which they performed fifteen iconic concerts, explored fundamental questions of what constituted dance. I look at, and link, their ideas about what art (considered broadly), especially dance, is, how it is conceived and created, and how the compositional process is connected to the art act or object it produces. As the word “roughly” (above) and preceding paragraphs suggest, rather than arguing for an exact parallel, I am acknowledging the overlaps and influences of these artists’ not-quite simultaneous work.

The Judson Dance Theater, which evolved from a series of choreographic workshops led by musician Robert Dunn, was made up of a group of dancers approaching dance and dance-making with the kind of questions and inventive spirit enlivening the often-overlapping practices of the visual, theatrical, and literary arts: What is dance? How can we rethink its definitions and revise its boundaries? How can we remake its known and assumed movement vocabularies? How can we reconsider the compositional perspectives, tools, and strategies to generate its materials? How do these questions and the processes of responding to them change the meaning-making properties of the form? Additionally, the Judson concerned itself with issues of production which addressed both the real-time real-space practicalities of making and presenting these dances with the work’s altered conceptual frameworks: the kinds of spaces which might be understood as rehearsal and performance venues for dance, the avenues of financial as well as aesthetic support, the opportunities to participate in making, performing, and viewing dance.

The Judson’s activities were actually initiated prior to the group’s generally agreed-upon beginnings in 1962 and were inspired and supported by dance experimentalists working in the late 1950s. Even though the group’s “official” workshops and concerts ended in 1964, many of the participants continued to work individually and collaboratively, not only through the 1960s but for many years—in some instances, into the present day. One particularly significant follow-up was the Grand Union, the thrillingly disorderly improvisational group of Judson dancers (Yvonne Rainer, Steve Paxton, David Gordon, Trisha Brown) and colleagues which performed irregularly from 1970 to 1976 (Perron 2020). Another example is Contact Improvisation, the fundamentally interactive and now transnational movement form initiated in 1972 by Paxton, who had danced with Cunningham as well as Judson and Grand Union (Contact Quarterly 1975-present; Novack 1990).9 Certainly, many of Judson’s choreographic ideas and practices endure—changed and recontextualized, of course, over the fifty-plus years since their inception—in contemporary dance in the US and Europe. At the same time, even those newer and often younger choreographers whose work has been informed by ideas and practices stemming from Judson have turned their sights toward more explicitly political elements, such as the broad area of identity politics, and their emotional repercussions.

Oulipo was founded in 1960 in Paris, and though it has no end date—its memberships continue, officially, in perpetuity, and there is still a functioning organization of experimental literary participants—a particularly rich and significant period beginning with its inception went on through the 1970s. The group was initiated by poet, novelist, and critic Raymond Queneau and mathematician, chemical engineer, and writer François Le Lionnais. Its membership, primarily writers and mathematicians, would come to include Dadaist philosopher/artist Marcel Duchamp and writers Marcel Bénabou, Harry Mathews, Italo Calvino, Jacques Roubaud, and Daniel Levin Becker, among others. In most ways, they have been a wonderfully diverse array of spirited writers committed to opening up the compositional practices of literature. At the same time, they were nearly all male, mostly French (and some Americans), and—as was also the case with early postmodern dance—included few members of color.

Oulipo was, in literary/cultural studies scholar James R. Kincaid’s words, “a group of deliriously brilliant mathematicians, theorists, and writers, [which] devoted itself to extraordinary linguistic experiments, designed to test the limits of received esthetics and to drive traditional critics and readers to drink” (1995: 3). This sensibility is echoed in the evocative words of Oulipo and Perec scholar Warren F. Motte, Jr., who wrote, “On the American front, solid beachheads were established by the Oulipo through events staged by the group in New York and Seattle…. Jacques Jouet took [Boulder] by storm […and others] invaded the Bay Area” (1998: ix).

The Oulipian commitment to (as Kincaid wrote) “extraordinary” experimentation was at times focused on the specificity of a writer’s compositional terms rather than what was produced from it. That is, not everyone who invented a compositional approach to writing necessarily created a piece of writing emerging from that approach. Certainly, though, many Oulipians took that plunge, and among them was Georges Perec. He joined Oulipo in 1967; from that time on, his own work continued to evolve, advancing the literary ideas and practices he had initiated during the preceding decade and developing them in tandem with the group’s efforts—in the process, making a distinct contribution to raising the group’s profile.



Everyday Bodies, Particular Bodies, Perec’s Bodies

Another element of the relationship of Georges Perec and dance which I am positing here is much broader. This is the body, or more accurately the bodies, which populate, quite differently from each other, both dance and Perec’s writing. These multiple bodies are charged with immediacy: the live actuality of bones, muscles, tendons, cartilage that activate the trained dancer’s most delicate and voluptuous movements and participate in the more broadly if less formally trained everydayness of our gestures, postures, and movements. These bodies are deeply personal, repositories and representatives of our individual lives, memories, dreams, and imaginations. And they are embedded in cultural, geographic, and historical schema, their individual strengths and vulnerabilities inextricably linked to systems of power, from dance studios to governments.

Perec’s work is notably and variably filled with references to bodies and observations about bodies, including his own and those of his literary stand-ins. His writing, though, does not generally describe at length the bodies and the general appearances of his characters, fictional and actual. We are not typically offered detailed physical profiles of his characters; instead, we develop a sense of their physical lives within the particularity of their surroundings, their worlds, and their observations.

Moreover, Perec’s writing seems both to emanate from his body and to assume the criticality of an embodied perspective. His bodies are written rather than flesh and blood, but they vividly derive from and are charged with his own corporeal experience. This experience weaves through his ideas and feelings about the present and absent bodies of his history, his life, his moment of writing, as well as the bodies he mourns and longs for and invents and enjoys.

Much of Dancing with Georges Perec is essentially a focused study of bodies in space and time, in action and reflection, in rehearsal and performance venues, and at the writing table. That focus matters: this is not a sweeping overview of dance history and literature, but a look at one person’s work as it merges epochal enormousness and the most intimate sensations and as it matters to me. Considering Perec’s work this way has made it necessary for me to investigate my own experiences and beliefs about bodies and about the contexts in which these experiences and beliefs exist.



Embodiment: Bodily Knowing, Alone and Entwined

Contemplating the work of Perec and dance has prompted me to examine my ideas of embodiment, a concept and a term often used rather casually to designate physical sensation or experience. Loosely defined, the word indeed includes those elements, but it goes beyond them, acknowledging the interactive and reciprocal relationships of each person’s deep knowledge of one’s own movement and stillness, of bodily being, to those of others. As dancer and phenomenologist Susan Kozel has said, “We are embodied by other bodies” (2009).

Embodiment, essentially, is the sense of the body and the awareness of the body derived from and sustained by culture, personal and collective history, spatial and temporal circumstance, and systems of representation as well as by immediate feeling, including the feeling of moving and the feeling of stillness. It is a way of knowing derived from experience: corporeal, of course, but also aesthetic, cognitive, psychological, interpersonal, gendered, spatial, spiritual, and religious. It reflects a person’s geographic locale and the cultural circumstances of the person’s life there, including sex, race, ethnicity, class, and social status. It reflects both the present moment and memory.

Many scholars in dance and other fields define and explore embodiment, in particular, as it is enmeshed with ideas and experiences of space. Dancers, whether or not they enter into discussions about it, are always engaged in embodiment as central to their practice. The specifics of this engagement are complex and personal and often exist outside our conscious attention.

At the level of everyday experience, people don’t generally analyze in real time their most basic autonomic, ongoing functions, such as breathing, nor do we monitor every action of the muscular or skeletal system: we just “put one foot after the other,” a phrase simultaneously stating in physical terms the abled person’s act of walking and, metaphorically, the sense of getting through the day or getting on with one’s life without too much analysis en route. Accomplished practitioners of walking meditation and certain somatic forms re-pattern their ways of moving, so that the consciousness of walking is relocated through the body. But even dancers, athletes, and other skilled workers, whose actions require significant in-the-moment knowledge of their bodies and whose training has set them up to join knowledge and action, internalize most of this material within spheres of attention, of “need-to-know-ness.”

These spheres shift according to circumstance. In the class or studio, a dancer might focus on her body in terms of what it needs to do, how it/she can do it, and what that doing feels like. This is likely to include not only relationships among body parts but shape, speed, quality, rhythm, impulse, and phrasing: a wealth of material and information, often particular to the genre and its choreographic, pedagogical, and discursive conventions, known and stored in the dancer’s body and that body’s mind. This embodied knowledge supports the dancer paying attention to learning and integrating new material.

In our everyday lives, we generally don’t consciously monitor our movement choices at the levels of anatomical specificity. My attention to personal interaction among other social choreography participants is often attuned merely to avoiding danger or discomfort—swinging my arm into someone else’s “zone” or crashing into someone walking on the “wrong” side of the street. However, all of us moving through the streets, in New York City or Accra or Katmandu, are, to borrow Kozel’s words, each other’s “other bodies,” endlessly engaging in individual and communal embodiment. And as becomes increasingly clear, these engagements and interactions are not limited to other human bodies but extend to the creatures and plants and geographic phenomena with which we share space.

Our bodies, clearly, are trained, defined, and understood by class, locale, gender, race, religion, abled-ness, and a host of other cultural markers. Throughout Dancing, I consider ways we understand and experience our acculturated and historical bodies, drawing connections to Perec’s alternately celebratory and disturbing images and recollections of bodies far from the studio. That is, I bring idealized dancing bodies into contact with Perec’s everyday bodies, and with his broken or dead bodies, Jewish bodies, and invisible bodies, and with his complex acknowledgement of embodied experience.



Autobiography: A Perspective, A Structure

I never knew Georges Perec; I never met him. And when I encountered him through his writing, it was through his compositional playfulness and its carryover into the work itself. As a choreographer who loves lists and games and instructions as paths into making a dance, I was drawn to his way with a score, or a constraint, as a way of working—especially to the way his going as far as possible with such seemingly exterior guidelines produced work so utterly personal, visceral, and intimate, while retaining a core, a secret space, of what would or could never be articulated in language. I’ve been occupied for years with questions about formalism and non-formalism and have shifted my positions many times; it has been liberating to read Perec’s roller-coaster rides across these categories.

Dancing with Georges Perec, then, began with my delight in Perec’s work and emerges from my dance practice as well as my interdisciplinary research. But that wasn’t the whole story. Over years of immersion in Perec’s writing and what felt to me like a growing sense of closeness with the writer himself, I came to recognize that our imaginary relationship—which is to say my imaginary relationship to him—was personal. Poring through his writing and the responses to and reflections on it, I realized that I was not only intellectually and artistically drawn to his work; I was personally drawn to him. I increasingly thought of him not only as a fascinating subject of study but as a person I might know, a person I wish I had known—even as someone to whom I might be related. (Or, I could have been one of the friends in his circle of young intellectual Parisians, though there weren’t all that many women in this largely masculine milieu.)

Eventually I realized that I had somehow linked Perec in my imagination with my father, Jerome Satin, who was slowly dying of Parkinson’s disease and finally succumbed during the time I began delving into Perec’s work. My father, who was born in 1925, would have been eleven years older than Perec; they would have shared a War, so to speak, but their experiences of it would have been extremely different. My father spent almost all his life in New York City, where he, his brother, and both his parents were born. Neither he nor they were religiously observant, though the previous generation had been devout. It was a given, though, that in our extended family and in our circles of friends and acquaintances, Jewish identity was central, and incontrovertible—and quite disconnected from religious beliefs or practice.

Even while my father was alive, I had begun to think more about my sense of secular Jewish identity, not whether I had one but what it was, what comprised it. One of the ways I thought about it was in terms of dance, and bodies, particularly my own. I have asked, and continue to ask, how the dancing body is a site of memory as well as presentness, or how dance embodies autobiography.



Memory as Mediated, Imagined, Collective, Archived

In 2016, I gave a presentation at a symposium in London in which I reflected, in dance and speech, on my parents dancing during my childhood.10 Through the experience of more-or-less channeling them through my own body, blurring and fortifying our separateness, I entered into conversations with both family photographs and a range of films which seemed to both replay existing memories and to produce them. That is, I found myself in a complex interaction with what new media scholar José Van Dijck calls “mediated memory”: the trove of actual objects—photographs, say, in boxes and scrapbooks—and the extended field of endlessly alterable screen sounds and images comprising our identities-in-process (2007). Moreover, I saw these memories as somehow linked to a past preceding my own.

Such memories are not only personal; they are collective. Others who have examined memory, including embodied memory, as cultural rather than strictly individual include sociologist Rafael Narváez, whose theory of Embodied Collective Memory (ECM) assumes “the mnemonic importance of the body.” These “gestures, corporeal and phonetic rhythmic, common affective idioms and emotional styles” are learned, adjusted, and passed along within the social world, joining past and present (2013: 1–3). Other perspectives, such as that of Bessel Van Der Kolk, approach memory from the view of neuroscience, focusing on trauma’s impact on our entwined bodies and brains, and on the potential for relief and healing (2014). In Bill Bissell and Linda Caruso Haviland’s collection, The Sentient Archive, the editors and a selection of contemporary choreographers consider multiple views of movement, ideas, and experience in the archive body (2018). These views speak to our complex experiences of everyday life as movers, dancers, and viewers.

In 2018, I attended a seminal conference in Tempe, Arizona on dance and Jewishness.11 In her keynote speech, German musicologist and dance historian Marion Kant spoke about an interview of Italian Jewish chemist, writer, and Auschwitz survivor Primo Levi, conducted by Italian journalist Ferdinando Camon. Levi told Camon that he did not then, nor had he ever, believed in God. “Then,” Camon asked, “in what sense are you Jewish”? Levi first answered that it was a “simple matter of culture.” But, he continued, this “simple matter” had been inscribed, literally and otherwise, on his body: “the racial laws and the concentration camp, stamped me the way you stamp a steel plate. At this point I’m a Jew, they’ve sewn the star of David on me and not only on my clothes” (Kant 2018, 2019: 7).

The conference and those stark words affected me in ways extending to and beyond the scope of this project. For instance, though so many attendees were familiar to me as friends, acquaintances, or colleagues, I realized that we had barely or never spoken in depth about these often-unsettling experiences, or any experiences at all, of Jewishness. The recognition of experiencing one’s life, history, and identity through the body, of embodying memory, was perhaps not so surprising in a gathering of dancers, people for whom the element of bodily knowing is a given.

The question of how memory is embodied, and embedded, though, was then and continues to be debated. A key element of this debate concerns whether and how these memories, including what memory studies scholar Marianne Hirsch has identified as “postmemory,” continue intergenerationally solely through behavioral, social, and familial lines, including tellings and retellings of what is recalled individually and collectively, through art as well as personal communication, or through neurological, epigenetic, or other physiological channels as well (Hirsch 2008; Youssef et al. 2018; Ferrando 2020). The dance world often associates memory with embodied individual and cultural history, acknowledging the power implicit in its bodily metaphor: Modern dance pioneer Martha Graham titled her 1991 autobiography Blood Memory. Choreographer Donald McKayle called the 1976 dance he made for the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, exploring “hundreds of years of African heritage,” Blood Memories, the plural form representing the collective historical experience of the African diaspora.12 And contemporary dance scholar Thomas F. DeFrantz, considering those dances of Ailey which reflected the horrors of racism and poverty in his 1930s Texas childhood, wrote of an “atmosphere of fear” present in the choreographer’s “‘blood memory’ pieces” (DeFrantz 2004: 27).

A related but more surprising perspective arose in the 2018 gathering of almost entirely Jewish dancers and dance scholars. We were a religious and cultural mix: Many, perhaps most, of us were secular, some identified themselves as religious, and we represented a range of belief systems and practices. We came from across the US as well as Israel, South America, Canada, and Europe. All of us were born after World War II. Still, the widespread belief was that the sense of what made us see ourselves as Jewish was the Holocaust.

My father, born and raised in Brooklyn, had been in the US Army during the war in which both of Perec’s parents perished, but he never saw battle, or Europe, for that matter, in the service. (Remaining in the US as a soldier, he found even the American South to be quite a cultural shock.) And his family, what would become our family, was in no directly Nazi-generated physical danger then; both my parents’ families had come to this country from Eastern Europe by the late nineteenth century. But the war, and the Holocaust, had a tremendous effect on him and on us. I still hear his voice, unusually steely for this gentle and amiable man, assuring me when I claimed as a teenager to not really be Jewish since I didn’t believe in God, that Hitler would not have cared in the least that I was a non-believer: in the terms of that horrifying and nuanceless circumstance, I was still a Jew. And so was he, even though he dismissed religious observance as “malarkey.”



Performing Autobiography: Explicit, Implicit, Embodied

My engagement with Perec has incorporated a kind of search through the boxes of photographs of my life and his together. At the Jewishness and Dance conference, I presented “S/He’s Not There: Perec, Place, and Performing Autobiography.”13 This focused on Perec’s Jewishness as it was linked to his ideas about bodies—especially Jewish bodies, “stamped” (as Levi said) by history: living in the dynamic spaces of public and private life; entwined with the personae, characters, and circumstances in his writing; suggesting to me a more personal perspective on Perec and Jewishness, individual identity, and collective history.

This mix of bodies and autobiography is a significant element in the work of Perec, particularly in the many writings in which he moves through mazes of language, image, and structure, exploring what he knows and what he can never know about his life, offering himself and his tellings and withdrawing from them in an endless game of hide-and-seek with his readers. The word “autofiction” first came into use during Perec’s writing life, but the merging of “fact” and imagination has long suffused genres such as the roman à clef and bildungsroman.14 And Perec’s work, during his own time as well as since then, has been acknowledged for its stepping into and out of categories of self-representation or “life writing.”15

That kind of “stepping in and out” is particularly evident in considering autobiography as a phenomenon in dance, where the material itself (such as the movement and the movers, the space, the sound), its performance contexts, and its reception are more evidently merged through the factor of time. Always, the dancer is both being and becoming. She is in a constantly shifting present tense. Her movements, and by implication she herself, continually dissolve into the past and evolve into the future. At the same time, the acts of giving/performing and receiving/spectating are brought together in real time, as the viewer experiences the dance and the dancer, and herself, kinesthetically as well as visually and intellectually, in the moment of its and her unfolding.

Literary autobiography, including speech-based performance art, has historically been grounded in what I think of as “explicit autobiography,” which assumes the recounting, reiteration, and reconstitution, however radical, of real-life material. Indeed, many choreographers, too, have brought their personal and collective histories into their work: material directly derived from or referring back to their actual lives, that announces an aspect of the choreographer’s and/or the performer’s identity, as that person sees it. The work, including the movement itself as well as a particular piece or, more broadly, a choreographer’s oeuvre, is characterized by representation, and invites, or guides the viewer to connect to it within that framework. Other choreographers’ work is engaged in what I call “implicit autobiography,” wherein dancers and choreographers present or produce a sense of self through a broader array of elements, from the smallest of gestures to the breadth of whatever constitutes a piece’s or a body of work’s mise en scene. Indirect expressions and embodiments of the self weave through the choreographer’s and/or the performer’s intentions and strategies, acknowledging the performativity of the self and the idea of the self, creating an autobiographical presence via attention, accident, and accumulation.



Autobiographical Framing: Dancing with Georges Perec

There is considerable flexibility and mobility, and, increasingly, overlap in these perspectives and the dances they produce, grounded in a mix of cultural, political, historical, and aesthetic factors. I will return to these in later chapters. For now, I primarily want to note the importance, on several levels, of autobiography to this book.

Dancing is framed as a performative autobiographical enactment of my relationship to Perec, in which our written, danced, analyzed, and imagined selves periodically converge through my periodic anecdotal and otherwise autobiographical interventions. While this explicitly autobiographical presence emerges from my involvement with many kinds of dance, it is grounded in the non-representational work of much historical and contemporary postmodernism and in a running internal dialogue about formalism and non- formalism. It is an experiment: My text-based presentations nearly always include movement; here, my textual autobiographical presence stands in for me, moving, embodied.

Dancing originated in my delight in Perec’s ludic compositional approaches, which corresponded to my own and other choreographers’ making work derived from scores. Weaving life experience into scholarship, I reflect on my embodied practice and acknowledge my complex Jewish identity, especially as performed within my secular middle-class New York family. Recognizing that I have come to love not only Perec’s work but (my idea of) Perec himself, I create an imaginary relationship with him, as I have come to “know” him, as he has become part of my own dancing, writing life. In these pages, I am (imagining) dancing with Georges Perec.


(My aunt saw a psychoanalyst regularly for many years. At her apartment, she displayed a group of framed family photographs on a small table. If you looked at the pictures carefully, you would notice that the familiar face in one of them was not actually a family member; it was Sigmund Freud.)
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