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Introduction

Gabriele Brandstetter and Nanako Nakajima



There can be no doubt that the subject “the aging body in dance” is highly topical. For a long time the question of the aging body in Euro-American dance – whether in aesthetics or the discourses of dance institutions – was taboo. In dance studies, too, such questions have only recently begun to be taken seriously (see Foster 1996; Albright 1997; Brandstetter 2000; Odenthal 2005; Nakajima 2011). It is true that aging and its medical, demographic and political implications for our society and its future are a frequently chosen field of research in the humanities and social sciences: interdisciplinary research teams try to “view the contemporary problems of the elderly in an aging society from the standpoint of other societies, past and present, other values, other cultural traditions, as well as our own, and thereby to enhance our understanding”.1 These researches and their implications for body politics and gender theory provide the background of the book (Beauvoir 1996; Basting 1998; R. Butler 1975; Hartung 2005; Kollewe/Jahnke 2009). The focus, however, is on dance. Dance combines in a particularly volatile manner fundamental aesthetic, physical and cultural patterns and body techniques which determine a culture’s aesthetic and social concepts of beauty, agility and expressiveness. Dancers who are no longer able to meet the exacting requirements of a dance vocabulary (e.g. like ballet) and no longer have the necessary flexibility or stamina for reasons of age are often forced to give up dancing, and/or “reject” their aging body (which no longer conforms to the norm; Kristeva 1982). What would be the consequences of revising such boundaries – which separate the perfect dancer’s body from the “no longer” efficient aging body – in favour of an up-to-date aesthetic and body politics that are not confined to dance?

In contemporary dance the subject of the aging and old body is increasingly being addressed in artistic form. Thus in 2000 Pina Bausch revived and rehearsed her 1978 choreography Kontakthof (which was designed for the professional dancers of the “Wuppertaler Tanztheater”) under the expanded title Kontakthof: With Ladies and Gentlemen of 65 and Over, while Jiří Kylián set up for the Nederlands Dans Theater (NDT) a third group (NDT III) for older members of the company – an innovation that drew attention to the problem of the exclusion of older dancers from “normal” ballet activities.


A key position in the attitude to questions of aging in dance is occupied by postmodern dance, which is why one part of this book will be devoted to aging in the context of the Judson Dance Theater aesthetic, and the work of Yvonne Rainer in particular.

It is still necessary to ask to what extent the aging bodies of dancers of both sexes cannot be summed up by such categories as “ability” or “disability”. Ability and disability are regarded as categories of evaluation and of inclusion and exclusion in different social situations. With regard to dance the question arises as to how far dancers’ ability is defined by discourses, training practices and aesthetic regimes. Who decides what body is capable of dancing and how and when? And how are we supposed to mark the differences between “disability” and the aging process of the body that affects every dancer? And what problems of gender politics have to be taken into account? In the Euro-American cultural area, as in other “youth”-oriented cultures, clear differences in the way women and men perceive and experience aging have been found in the fields of sociology, psychology, medicine, fashion, demography and gerontology. Is this difference levelled out in dance, since the question of declining agility affects ballet dancers of both sexes in equal measure? It is certainly the case that in dance a gain in body lore, power of expression and artistic experience constitutes an important aspect of aging both for women and men.

Thus the articles of this book will be exploring – on the basis of a comparison between Euro-American and Japanese dance forms – the questions of body- and gender-political challenges of the “aging body in dance”. Cultural, social, aesthetic and political standards lay down what bodies correspond to the classification of “whole, complete, perfect and self-sustaining”. A glance at how different cultures – for example Japan and Europe/America – evaluate the aging body makes clear that aging, as a biological process, is a life process; at the same time, however, “age” in its social and political sense is a “cultural construct”.2 In European philosophy, mythology and art, this age model is presented differently than in other cultures, such as Japan’s. Thus the questions which arise in the current encounters between cultures – as regards the status of the “aging body” – point not only to differences and distinctions but also to similarities. The veneration in which aging dancers are held in Japan also exists in Europe, albeit with a shift in emphasis. The diminution of powers and the gain in experience make age seem a condition of artistic perfection. As Goethe said of Titian, he had so refined his creative powers by the time he reached old age that he ended up painting the satin only symbolically.

How can we say something similar about the dancer? So that her/his aging body would not personify a disappearance of the ability to dance, would not be a “no longer”, but mark the emergence of a different, new aspect of movement? A “different ability” which appears not as a loss, but as a gain, as an access of new possibilities? This would require a different sensibility of aesthetic experience. An example of this is the video installation “KOOL – Dancing in My Mind”, “created to be the last collaboration of Suzushi Hanayagi with Robert Wilson and Carla Blank (2009)”.3


This multimedia performance is a portrait of the Japanese dancer and choreographer Suzushi Hanayagi, whose work uniquely combined traditional Japanese dance and modern, experimental Western dance. Born in 1928 in Osaka, Hanayagi had been trained since early childhood in the styles of Kabuki, Nô and Jiuta-mai. In 1960 she went to New York, where she came into contact with the Fluxus movement and worked with dancers and artists associated with the Judson Dance Theater, including Carla Blank, Merce Cunningham, Yoko Ono, Anna Halprin and Trisha Brown. In the early 1980s she met Robert Wilson. Both shared a search for a pure, non-narrative movement, an aesthetic in which the trends of the Western avant-garde were crossed with the stylistic severity of classical Japanese dance. Robert Wilson worked together with Suzushi Hanayagi for years. He called her the “co-inventor” of his magical language of movement. She choreographed, among others, the “Knee Plays”, “from The CIVIL warS”, “The Forest”, “Hamletmachine” and “Dr. Faustus Lights the Lights”.

Robert Wilson’s homage to Suzushi Hanayagi consists of three parts: a film (with film artist Richard Rutkowski); a dance performance (“KOOL”); and a video installation, in which excerpts from the film are put together to form a room installation.

The film arose out of Robert Wilson’s search for Suzushi Hanayagi, which lasted for years until he found her in Osaka, in a home for dementia patients, suffering from advanced Alzheimer’s, unable to speak, scarcely able to move, and consequently isolated. Robert Wilson spoke to her by making gestures with his hands. And finally he got a response: she moved, turned and rotated her hands, her fingers spreading like blossoms or fans. It was a memory game recalling her time as a dancer. Her hands danced, though fragile, ravaged by age, with the veins lying like ropes over the fine bone structures. Her last, lucid poetic act is the Dance of the Hands, to which Bob Wilson adds, by way of farewell, the sentence “I am dancing in my mind.”

“I am dancing in my mind” – isn’t this the manifestation of transforming power that Goethe formulated for the wisdom and art of age as follows: [ein] “stufenweises Zurücktreten aus der Erscheinung” (a gradual fading from vision)?

Suzushi Hanayagi’s “Dance of the Hands” could accompany the issues and discussions of this book. Is the intention, as the video installation suggests, to awaken a sense of the beauty and dignity of the aging body? Would this not entail not only a different, more open aesthetic but also an ethic that embraces the difference and the otherness – the otherness of the body, the gender, the culture? Such distinctions call upon us to see the changes in the body as a potential for exploring other dimensions of humanity, both the changing physical materiality and spirituality.

“I would like to transcend myself,” Suzushi Hanayagi said of her process. Where does that take us? To what other kind of knowledge? Thus the difference between Japan and Europe/America regarding the cultural status of the “aging body in dance” also reveals an epistemological problem. The very terms that define the phenomena of age, dance, beauty and so forth (and which have been developed within a culture and its tradition) are simply not transferable. What aesthetic theories and concepts of body practices are relevant to the overall theme of the cultural comparison and the interweavings within a global world? And what heuristic assumptions and institutional frameworks shape these politics and aesthetics of the body?

“Aging bodies” in dance and the question of current and future challenges for a comparative-culture debate on differences and changes in the field of body politics: this is what we want to discuss in the chapters of this volume.

This publication will be the first to present the work of distinguished scholars and artists working in the fields of disability and dance studies on aging in dance and performance. Thus, it offers a unique global perspective on questions regarding aging in dance and interweaves different perspectives from the standpoint of cultural relativism, which is appropriate in overcoming ethnocentric discourses, such as Eurocentrism, and extending beyond postcolonial critiques. It is a collection of outstanding chapters which will certainly generate an international debate.

The book’s structure has been intentionally conceived in such a way that through juxtaposition of aesthetic, political and historical positions, the reader will gain new perspectives. Under the title The Aging Body in Dance, four parts with the following headings are introduced:


	1  The aging body in the late twentieth century: American postmodern dance, German dance, and Japanese dance;

	2  Alternative danceability: dis/ability and Euro-American performance;

	3  Aging and body politics in contemporary dance;

	4  Perspectives of interweaving.



Part I: The aging body in the late twentieth century: American postmodern dance, German dance, and Japanese dance

In the first chapter, “The aching body in dance”, influential postmodern dance artist Yvonne Rainer presents a commissioned essay on her own experience of aging in dance. Yvonne Rainer started writing about aging after being inspired by the memory of Ruth St. Denis dancing in a striking way at a mature age. Ending a career is a personal matter for dancers and connects to the physical decline that occurs with aging. She explains that the 2010 version of her Trio A, as a new form of avant-garde dance, encapsulates her philosophy of aging in dance since she returned to dance making in 2000. Aging is the ultimate goal and impediment, one that Rainer herself must confront at the age of 78 in 2013.

In “Yvonne Rainer’s Convalescent Dance: on valuing ordinary, everyday, and unidealized bodily states in the context of the aging body in dance”, Ramsay Burt reconsiders Euro-American dance history, focusing on postmodern dance. Yvonne Rainer and Steve Paxton, members of Judson Dance Theater in the early 1960s, have gone on dancing into their sixties or seventies. Burt addresses how their aesthetic revolution of minimalism in dance has resulted in a changed sensibility towards aging. This sensibility is one that values the ordinary and everyday rather than the ideal, and the singular rather than the exceptional. Convalescent Dance, Rainer’s 1967 performance of her Trio A while recovering from major surgery, exemplifies a shift in ideas that has made it possible to have a wider conception of what is valuable about the performance of older dancers.

In addition, curator Johannes Odenthal describes the ways in which aging dancers, such as Kazuo Ohno and Gerhard Bohner, were perceived at their performances in Germany in the 1980s: “Dance is a metaphor of life: abstraction, ritual and utopia – the foundations of contemporary dance”. Odenthal elucidates, from the perspective of an art historian, how artworks are different from their reproductions. In dance as an art form, one’s experience with dance is more important than theoretical discourse. When Odenthal witnessed Kazuo Ohno’s dance in 1987, he confronted a fundamental understanding of life and death. He also considered it a masterpiece of reflection when Gerhard Bohner, aged over 50, presented Schwarz Weiss Zeigen in 1983. Odenthal has neither reflected upon age during his encounters nor has he considered it a challenge or limitation; he proposes a reflection on one’s own comprehension of dance before initiating a discussion about age.

As a counter example of the same time period, renowned Kabuki critic Tamotsu Watanabe elucidates the Japanese performance method and aesthetics called Gei, citing numerous examples, such as Kikuo Tomoeda in noh (Nô), Yachiyo Inoue Ⅳ in mai of Buyo and Utaemon Nakamura Ⅵ in Kabuki in “The flower of old age”. Ancient noh master Zeami pointed out that a noh performer held two periods of time, by associating the metaphor of flowers. One is the time when a noh performer freely moves his physical body, “Flower of the Limited Period”. The other is the period when the noh performer becomes so old that he cannot move his body but his “true” flower blooms. As opposed to Western dancers, the purpose of one’s dancing for Japanese performers is to make the true flower bloom. The secret of this is in the dance theory that Japanese dancers share in the form of Gei. Along with the historical documentation of old dance masters in noh, mai and Kabuki, Watanabe explains this secret of flowers.

By contrasting the essay of the “living legend” Rainer with an essay by the very influential critic Watanabe, the first part of the book elucidates the cultural prejudices against and for aging in Euro-American and Japanese contexts.

Part II: Alternative danceability: dis/ability and Euro-American performance

The second part opens with the essay “The perverse satisfaction of gravity”, by American dance studies scholar Ann Cooper Albright, who examines together disability and dance studies from the perspective of gravity ability or disability, and aging in dance. Western theatrical dance has been traditionally structured by an exclusionary vision of an ideal dancer as white, female, thin, long-limbed, flexible, heterosexual and able-bodied. When a disabled or aging dancer performs, he or she stakes a claim to a radical space, an unruly location where disparate assumptions about representation, subjectivity and visual pleasure collide with one another, such as the case of Candoco and David Toole in and out of his wheelchair. Albright reviews these pervasive aesthetic frames and then offers an alternative discussion of dancing as incorporating what she calls “dual practices of mobility and gravity”, referring to her research on contact improvisation and falling.

American dance artist Jess Curtis, who is trained in circus technique and has experience with differently abled and aged dancers, contributes “Dancing the non/fictional body”. Curtis started his ballet training in the US and joined modern dance companies, including a French circus and a physically inclusive dance company. These experiences reframed his sense of beauty and possible expression of the human body. Curtis addresses two works he has been part of: Dance for Non/Fictional Bodies and Silke Z.’s Jess Meets Angus. Dance for Non/ Fictional Bodies, in collaboration with performers with disabilities, questions how our imaginations and bodies interact. The process of aging changes abilities and disabilities; Jess Meets Angus handles this topic by pairing two performers of a particular age.

In “Silent Rhythm: a reflection on the aging, changing body, and sensory impairment as a source of creativity and inspiration”, transgressing the boundary between mainstream arts and disability arts, hearing culture and deaf culture, British artist and dramatist Kaite O’Reilly introduces her collaboration with visually impaired visual artist Alison Jones and Deaf dancer/choreographer Denise Armstrong. Silent Rhythm is a multi-sensory interactive installation with video and live performance, which subverts and reinvents the “access tools” required in order to work together – audio description, surtitles and sign language interpretation. O’Reilly describes how these “tools” were transformed into creative material during the production process and became the actual product of the collaboration, impacting on the aesthetic and form. Disabled and Deaf people, through their talents, cultural experiences and perspectives, have the potential to change the way art is made and perceived rather than fitting into existing structures of mind and form.

Susanne Foellmer analyses the work of directors in the contemporary performing arts scene, in which weakness, disability and aging are exposed on stage, in the chapter “Bodies’ borderlands: right in the middle – dis/abilities on stage”. Aging (in dance) is often connected with the question of what a body is able or not able to do. The question of ability still prevails in dance, even though concepts like body-mind centring withdraw from a virtuosic or representative movement vocabulary. Along with a discourse on the grotesque and bio-politics, Foellmer deals with artistic strategies of bodily self-restraint as well as extreme exposures of weakness and disability on stage by Marie Chouinard and Romeo Castellucci, confronting concepts of a “detoured” virtuosity, aroused through movement obstacles, and with an acute dilapidation of the body, by working with actors at the end of their lives.


By presenting insights of dance researchers and experiences by artists in the fields of disability arts and dance arts, this part of the book demonstrates that the aesthetic frames are in a process of shifting, and alternative danceability, which is originally Yvonne Rainer’s term, is produced as artistic strategy.

Part III: Aging and body politics in contemporary dance

The third part of the book is introduced by Petra Kuppers, who explains how the movement vocabulary of non-dancerly lives, lived in accretion and repetition, can become communal somatic poetry, using her own experience at a hospice in New Zealand. All people move, and our movement, the way we suspend ourselves in gravity, the way we touch the earth, the way we spiral ourselves into action, leaves traces in our aging bodies and minds. This chapter, “Somatic politics: community dance and aging dance”, addresses how the movement vocabulary of non-dancerly lives can become communal somatic poetry. By introducing her history as a wheelchair user, by tracing dance work in a hospice in New Zealand as well as her encounter between Jewish and German disabled bodies at the Holocaust Memorial in Berlin, Kupper’s chapter investigates the political potential of community performance, the ways that everyday dances can help anchor us ethically in the lands we inhabit as indigenous or settler bodyminds.

In “Old, weak, and invalid: dance in inaction”, Kikuko Toyama draws a panorama of somaesthetic practices, including ancient shamanism and a Japanese traditional performance method. The ancient idea of dance as a heavenly gift, brought by divine or supernatural interference, and dancers as shamans survives even today, forming what might be called a genealogy of a neo-pre-modernist position in the field of dance. Dance in this sense contributes greatly to arts of living, by means of its somaesthetic practices, where the aging body plays a crucial role. With their body movement limited, increasingly people of old age no longer live in a time frame for functionality and efficiency, socially marginalized and excluded from the mainstream activities of this world, already half on the way out to the other world. Yet, they have learned how to stop, slow down and experience the present in a pure state, savouring “the sense of ‘being’ ” and thus “decolonizing”, at least potentially, body and soul. Referring to diverse bodily practices in postmodern dance, yoga and noh, Toyama speculates on a certain paradoxical connection between dancing and aging.

Janice Ross describes the 96-year-old (in 2016) postmodern dancer Anna Halprin from the perspective of sexuality and the aging body in her chapter entitled “Dance and aging: Anna Halprin dancing Eros at the end of life”. The oldest living, and still working, early contemporary dance artist in America, Anna Halprin continues to shape dance events that challenge our perceptions of dance, the environment, the aging body and their intimate connections. In this essay, Ross explores how Halprin has been charting the decline of her body through a series of remarkable solo dances in nature. In her recent work, Remembering Lawrence(2011–2013), the 92-year-old Halprin focuses on one of the least examined issues of old age, eroticism. Displacing her and her partner’s physical passion onto a young couple, Halprin probes the intersection of desire, mourning and the sensual elderly body. What is the durability, or disposability, of the physical and conceptual innovations of the watershed decade of postmodern dance, now recalled by the elderly body that drafted them?

Having considered alternative danceability and its aesthetic frame, this part of the book illuminates the intersection of aging, people’s lives and dance, whose activities are staged within the framework of community dance, somaesthetic practice and spiritual acts.
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