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What do we mean when we talk about perception in/of dance? The movement of viewers of William Forsythe’s dance and performance installation works affords perceptual change in multiple senses – sensory, cognitive, philosophical, aesthetic. This paper explores issues of action, perspective, and convention in the performance of dance spectatorship through a consideration of Forsythe’s mobilized audiences. Moving within and between diverse disciplines, this paper simultaneously examines disciplinary specificity, variance, and crossover of the term perception.  


Over the last ten years, William Forsythe has turned with increasing frequency to a choreographic format he refers to as installations. These works, which include danced, video, and spatial installations, are performed in the Forsythe Company’s three current “home” venues in Frankfurt, Dresden-Hellerau, and Zürich, as well as in museums, galleries, and industrial spaces worldwide. Interactive video installations have also been staged on the streets of several major cities in Europe. Some of the works are conceived of as spaces for spectator investigation and performance, and some involve audience members as co-participants with the dancers. All of them take place in non-proscenium spaces which offer the spectator varying degrees of flexibility in the choice of position and perspective. As with Forsythe’s proscenium works, the installation spaces are rich with action potential for performers willing to engage with the inhering movement possibilities of the environments. They are spaces for bodies to think – to turn sights, sounds, and sensations into movement.

Many writers comment that Forsythe’s work alters or makes us question our perceptions of dance or of ballet. However, another usage of the term perception is also frequently applied to Forsythe’s work. Anna Kisselgoff, writing about the proscenium work Artifact in 1987, commented that “One doubts one’s ability to perceive.”
  Her usage is echoed by Roslyn Sulcas, who calls Limb’s Theorem “a dark and thrilling poem about vision and perception, form and chaos,”
 and by Alice Bains, who recently commented that Impressing the Czar has “our senses multitasking just to keep up with what is going on, never mind analyse it.”


The two meanings of the term perception emerge clearly from these examples: one, the processes of sensing and taking in information, and two, the elaboration of thoughts or maintenance of concepts. Dictionary entries also highlight this distinction. For example, from Random House Webster’s: “the act or faculty of apprehending by means of the senses or of the mind; immediate or intuitive recognition or appreciation, as of moral, psychological, or aesthetic qualities (emphasis mine);” and “the result or product of perceiving, as distinguished from the act of perceiving…” The internal divisions in these entries and the ordering of terms simultaneously hierarchize the sensory and cognitive aspects of perception and collapse together the processes of registering information and making sense of it.

Within the discipline of cognitive psychology as well, theories of perception commonly break down the phenomenon into “top down” processes which rely on prior knowledge and past experience in memory, and “bottom up” processes which begin with the stimulus and proceed through successive, more complex stages.  The etymology of the verb perceive itself bears a prejudice toward a “higher,” completed perception, with per- denoting throughness and -cipere denoting taking. Perceiving is thus also linguistically constituted as an utter grasp or understanding of something – a wishful languaging of a phenomenon now better understood as partial and subjective and which is now increasingly being analyzed in terms of its components.

Gestalt psychologist Rudolf Arnheim observes that sensory perception has historically been, and continues to be, considered a “lower” faculty which is only a subordinate component of “higher” cognition. Arnheim held that the arts are neglected in education and in society because they are based on sensory perception, and that sensory perception is assumed not to involve thought.
 The favoring of the cognitive over the sensory still persists and warrants critical attention, particularly where contemporary performance is concerned.

Research on theatrical perception, which has traditionally focused on the generation, conveyance, and reception of textual meaning, has responded to the development of what Hans-Thies Lehman calls “postdramatic theatre” by moving toward a new focus on the sensory aspects of perception. A number of recent studies focus on ways in which visual, sonic, and temporal perception function performatively in theatrical composition. Theatrical attention has become a subject of particular interest. Erika Fischer-Lichte and the co-editors of Wege der Wahrnehmung read the history of theater as a history of the staging of attention. In the postdramatic theatre, dramatic techniques of focusing and hierarchizing attention give way to an egalitarian juxtaposition of utterly different types of sensory impressions and information. The spectator’s task becomes not only one of selection and valuation, but also of the formulation and justification of criteria for the choices made. As the spectator’s attention is steered from the object back to him or herself, he or she is re-minded that “at the origin of every description stands a reflection of one’s own perception.”


Of course, the sensory processes of perception do not occur in isolation from the representative processes of cognition. But teasing perception apart into its component aspects opens a space for the consideration of perception as behavior rather than as a purely internal activity. Enactive cognitive philosopher Alva Noë argues that perception is an activity – something that we do – a rather than something that happens within us or to us. The mind does not perceive; the mind experiences perception, which is skilled, whole-body activity conducted by an animal possessing sensorimotor knowledge and both the ability and the willingness to make use of it.
 This focus on perception as action is shared by the ecological psychology of James J. Gibson and was anticipated by the phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty and others.

In this paper I focus on attention as a fundamental aspect of sensory perception. I consider primarily the attention of the spectator but also that of the performers because, as I demonstrate below, they are linked together as elements of an overall equation of attentional vectors. In Forsythe’s installations, the division of attention across space, bodies, and sensory modalities is performatively extended to the mobilized spectator. This extension of divided attention highlights theatrical perception as an embodied, multimodal, socially contingent phenomenon and encourages the spectator’s awareness of the perceptual processes and sociological ramifications of attention to, and in, performance events. While I make no claim here for the superiority of a sensory level of analysis, I hope to highlight the productivity of considering perception as action within dance studies. I will limit my analysis here to two works: Heterotopia (2006) and You made me a monster (2004).

Deborah Jowitt and others have highlighted the ways in which architecture and perception were investigated by Meredith Monk, Trisha Brown, Twyla Tharp, and other dance and non-dance artists in the 1960s. The installation works of these pioneers, which were performed in gallery, lobby, and museum spaces, mobilized audiences and performers and offered changes in perspective, scale, and context. The move from the proscenium stage to other performance environments afforded possibilities for both extreme distance and intimacy, while also permitting observers to actively participate in the structuring of their own perceptual experience of the performances.


Like these earlier performative interrogations of proscenium conventions, Forsythe’s installations specifically engage with habitual and largely unquestioned patterns of sensory perception. Like Forsythe’s proscenium works, his installations challenge the spectator precisely by highlighting the enacted performance of perception, fostering awareness of the tendencies and limitations inherent in the equation of viewer, performer, and performance environment. Working deftly at the thresholds of light and darkness, sound and silence, and comprehension and incomprehensibility, Forsythe has always created movement environments which call on the spectator to engage deeply and critically not only on an intellectual/interpretive level, but crucially on a physical level with their own performance as perceivers of theatrical action.

It has long been Forsythe’s aim to enhance observers’ perceiving – that is, the sensory behavior of perception.  In a 2001 interview, he said: 

“…if you’re looking at something very hard, if you’re trying to watch very carefully because it’s somewhat obscured, you tend to be a more careful viewer, to ask ‘what are we doing there?’ Are we teaching people the aesthetics at hand? No, we’re teaching them about watching, about being a viewer.  I’m not trying to refine someone’s taste, I would like to make people who watch dancing better dance viewers.”

The language Forsythe uses here is notable as it indicates a specific focus on the sensing actions of perception rather than on the reflective processes of thought. Forsythe intuitively understands the limits of attention as a performative resource and, by problematizing its allocation, he foregrounds the physical experience of attentional limits and the allocative proclivities of what ecological film scholar Joseph Anderson calls “…[perceptual] systems developed in another time, in another context, for another purpose.”
 Forsythe, as he comments above, views these limits as a way to reveal the nature of theatrical perception and to prompt the spectator toward an improved performance of perception. The parallel to research paradigms in experimental psychology is striking.

Spectators in proscenium settings do of course mobilize their eyes and to a limited degree their bodies. However, the subjective experience of these shifts is largely unconscious. In Forsythe’s installation works, the speedy and largely effortless unconscious processes of visual attention are joined by the possibility to move about either within or around the performance space. By repositioning or re-posturing themselves, spectators are able to alter their perspectives and optimize their ability to both see and hear. In doing so, they enact attention through overt bodily displacement rather than only through subliminal or covert sensory processes.

However, the provision of an option to move about in the installations brings with it two key enactive performative dimensions. Firstly, movement within the space translates the subliminal experiences of attentional focus into whole-body action, which is experienced by the spectator as an embodied equation of effort, space, and time. Shifts of perspective or focus do not happen on the millisecond timescale of eye movements, or saccades, but instead takes seconds or even minutes as the spectator re-locates him or herself within the performance. Thus, spectators’ perceptual actions are both corporealized and temporalized, and, as such, are scaled up into awareness.

Underlying the composition and perceptual architecture of Forsythe’s installation works is a management of observer attention which, rather than forming individual visual and sonic loci, draws the spectator’s perceiving, moving body into an equation of attention that is fragmented and divided across space, sensory modalities, subjects, and media. I view this as an example of the multiplication of logos, which Lehman foregrounds as a distinguishing characteristic of the architecture of postdramatic theatre.
 This structuring of multiple and dispersed attentional vectors echoes the nature of the choreographic processes in a substantial part of Forsythe’s work. The dancers frequently carry out improvisational tasks requiring simultaneous attention to, and productive engagement with, multiple sources of visual, sonic, and kinesthetic information. The emergent visual and aural choreography does not simply reflect selected information, but “translates” the multiple sources of information within and across modalities, while feeding back into itself in kinesthetic, visual, and sonic loops which can themselves become additional productive information sources. Spectators, in turn, are also called upon to engage actively with the manifold information sources, searching and selecting among them. Seen by others carrying out the actions of perception, they themselves become additional sources of information and targets of attention within the performance environment.


Forsythe’s Heterotopia lasts approximately 90 minutes and is performed in two large adjoining rooms. Observers are able to move around all four sides of a table constellation in the first room they enter. Here, audience members on any side of the table configuration can see, and are seen by, other audience members on the three remaining sides of the tables. The area under the tables reveals itself to also be a performance space, which prompts spectators to shift their gaze downward, bend over, kneel, or sit to watch the action taking place there. The second room, a black-box space accessible to audiences along only its front side, is separated from the first room by a floor-to-ceiling screen. Sounds from the first room are conveyed into the second via a large bell speaker on the floor during some scenes but sounds from either room are always able to pass through the visual screen barrier. An approximately two-meter gap at one or both outer edges of the screen
 serves as a passage from one room to another. 

The performers dance to a “score” consisting of the sounds produced in one or in both rooms, depending on the scene, and additional music composed by Thom Willems. Vocalizations engender movements, and movements vocalizations, constituting and competing with improvisational tasks as inputs for the dancers’ movement responses. The distribution of visual and sonic foci of information across and between the two rooms, along with the complex systems of inter-dancer reference and translation of information across sensory modes, create an environment in which viewers are moved to seek ideal visual and aural perspectives and to select among multiple targets for attention and the other spaces of performance. It quickly becomes evident to spectators that the gap passage area of the screen affords looking into both rooms. However, it is precisely this space which becomes filled with spectators and which, ironically, becomes a point of minimized vision, as audience members must attend to (and perhaps communicate with) other spectators in order to negotiate the narrow passage. Moreover, once viewers enter the second, stagelike room, they may find themselves captured there by the crush of other viewers trying to exploit the presumed location of optimal perception.

This example serves to highlight the fact that movement through the environment not only takes time and bodily effort, it also takes attention. As perceivers in action, spectators are necessarily conscious both of themselves and of others in motion. Spectator attention is thus divided yet again in Forsythe’s installation performances, between the performance itself and the activities necessary to negotiate the populated spectator environment. This is the second enactive performative dimension I wish to foreground: the negotiation of the installation spaces by spectators is not only spatial but is also social, since the performance space contains other visible spectating bodies in motion, at rest, and potentially in contact. The spectator “seen seeing” attends as well to his or her own and others’ looking or not looking, changes of location, and expressive behavior.

In the installation You made me a monster, as a further example, the audience is first ushered into the performance space and asked to add onto sculptural models made from cardboard human skeleton pieces. While they are engaged with this task, the dark compressed installation space is invaded by first one, then two performers, who lurch between the sculpture tables, muttering, wailing, and screeching as they translate the visual “score” of the twisted objects and lines into both sound and movement. The performers’ vocalizations and gestural sounds, which are processed through a Max/MSP programming environment modified in realtime by composer-programmer Hubert Machnik, are returned to the environment as a distorted, unpredictable, but clearly related aural accompaniment. These emergent “other voices” thundering and wailing throughout the room provide an additional sonic improvisational resource for the two performers.

The visual and sonic aspects of the initial scene are linked in a complex network of cause and effect across the modes of architecture, movement, and sound production and response. However, an additional crucial element, which is strongly emphasized in rehearsals, completes the performance’s attentional equation. It is the intense visual attention of the performers which dancer Dana Caspersen describes as a “fiery gaze.”
 As the performers’ attention to the sculptural objects shifts and relocates, their emphatic, mobile visual focus offers two clear, independent, and competing vectors of information uptake and response. Spectators follow the eyes of the performers with their own, shifting their attention between bodies, eyes, and objects. The performance of visual attention is a critical aspect of this and many other of the Company’s improvisational tasks.

In addition, the socio-spatial architecture of this scene adds a further attentional demand for performers and spectators alike in that it stages a danger of collision with strangers in the room. Viewers trying to attend to the action and attention of the dancers must also attend to the unpredictable spatial shifts of both the dancers and other spectators. The dancers, in turn, must avoid harmful collisions with spectators while simultaneously embodying the ferocity and terror of corporeal invasion. The work’s themes of xenophobia and fear of physical ambush by alien elements are thereby performed not only by the dancers, but are also physically experienced and performed by the audience itself. Spectator attention is fragmented as the network of competing attentional vectors, including awareness of one’s own vulnerable position and those of others within the performance environment, make multiple and simultaneous directional and modal demands on it. In the process, the competing focus of the performance – the dancing – is obscured.

Forsythe often tells his dancers, “Audiences come to the theater to see people paying attention.” I have clarified how the attention to attention in these installations, and the spectatorial motion it generates, offers subjects a performative awareness of themselves as perceivers both of action and in action. With these examples, I have aimed to demonstrate the potential of interrogating the higher/lower dichotomy of perception and the value of a critical engagement with the action of perception. The embodied search for and uptake of information are factors which warrant a more careful and detailed analysis. This is made clear by works such as Forsythe’s installations, which activate the processes of sensory perception in ways which have physical, temporal, and social dimensions. Focusing specifically on the enactive nature of attention enables new perspectives on perception to emerge and offers productive new space for the consideration of the performance of dance and dance spectatorship.
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