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Furious Bodies, Enthusiastic

Bodies

On the Work of Wim Vandekeybus

Alena Alexandrova

This does not mean that ‘art’ is everywhere without distinction: ‘art’ is merely that which takes as its theme

and place the opening [frayage] of sense as such along sensuous surfaces, a ‘presentation of presentation’,

the motion and emotion of a coming.

Reflection on the work of the Flemish choreo-
grapher Wim Vandekeybus necessitates the use of a
vocabulary of confrontation. It is highly confron-
tational work which ‘thinks’ the encounter between
the radically exposed body in its affectability and
the overwhelming gravity of its emotions, and
works with the contradictory coincidence between
desire and its impossibility, between representation
and presence. It works with emotion as an image
from within the body, and explores the meaning of
the dance as an event. Perhaps Vandekeybus’s main
preoccupation is with how the body enters into the
dance, into its ‘motion’ and ‘emotion’; or the other
way around, how motion enters the body, and what
it is able to do with it. Insofar as dance is able to
work discursively, to ‘write’ in a language, the art of
Vandekeybus constructs a discourse of the body in
its extreme, extra-ordinary states.

THE IMAGE FROM WITHIN

A central ambition of Vandekeybus’s work with the
dance company Ultima Vez is to explore the body
and its reality through taking it out of its usual
physical confidence and exposing it to its own
limits. In the work of Ultima Vez, the extraordi-

(Jean-Luc Nancy 1997: 135)

nary is both in opposition to the ordinary through
the intensity of the physical challenge, and at the
same time it coincides with the natural vocabulary
of movements with which the human body reacts
to extreme states. In other words Ultima Vez
exposes the ordinary in the body’s states of
exception; the extraordinary is the normal in the
exceptional.

Different works by Ultima Vez explore different
dimensions of the body in such extraordinary
states. What the Body Does Not Remember (1987),
one of Vandekeybus’s central works, explores
ordinary gesture and movement and their ‘frighten-
ing truth’ (Ultima Vez 1999: 28) in an intense and
almost aggressive way, while Body, Body, on the
Wall (1997) explores the reality of the body as # is.
The central preoccupation of these two pieces is
danger and the reactions it provokes. The piece on
which I would like to focus, In Spite of Wishing and
Wanting (1999), explores the state of desiring as a
radical state in which the body is thrown into the
tension between wanting and ability, and becomes
itself precisely through an encounter with the
impossibility of its desire.

A group of 11 male dancers moves together
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forming a peculiar, almost animal-like community,
which alternates primary states of relaxation as
sleep with intensive dance sequences exposing
powerful, even overwhelming emotions. The
choreographer’s spatial decisions for this piece are
strategic — the stage is naked, the empty space com-
pletely open to the body and its resonances or to
the simple fact of there is, of its being-there as
taking place. This indeterminate space becomes a
canvas for the appearance of the image from within,
the emotion from within the body which exposes it
in its primary surprise at the world. The materially
present surface of the stage becomes a point of
coincidence with two other surfaces: the sensitive
surface of the body with its complex topology, and
that of the cinematic screen which plays the role of
the final frame and physical limit which our gaze as
spectators encounters. In the intense temporality of
the event of the body happening through the dance,
another strategic choice is evident in the covering
of the stage with feathers, which visually empha-

«In Spite of Wishing and ing, dir. Wim {Ultima Vez. Photo: © Marco Caselli

sizes one of the central concepts with which the
piece is concerned: gravity.

Gravity as a concept is a complex ‘point of
resonance’ which exceeds its metaphorical
meanings (although the visual always exceeds the
metaphorical). Here it is not only the weight of the
body, the only weighted object onstage, but also the
force of its emotion. The piece works with the
gravity of desire and the body’s exhaustion at
struggling with it. At the end of the film the
dancers lie on the stage giving up their fight against
gravity, which is also their own. As a strong visual
postscript only the feathers slowly ‘fall’ upwards,
against their weight.

Vandekeybus seeks the intense vocabulary of the
extreme states of the body which should come from
inside, from ‘the inner state of being’ of the dancers,
as he puts it (Ultima Vez 1999: 3). For that reason it
should remain close to natural movement, to the
body’s usual language, as far as movement can be
natural in states of intense, almost tangible emotion.
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That movement from within not only stands in sharp
contrast with conventional dance clichés, but also at
moments exceeds even the human way of moving
and transforms itself into animal-like movement.
The extraordinary also emerges in this dance
vocabulary through the body’s initial surprise at its
coming to be in the world, a surprise which is
always suspended and always present, the surprise
of awakening or of overwhelming emotion.

COINCIDENCE

To write on a ‘body language’, on a ‘dance vocabu-
lary’, is to write tautologically or to write i the
tautology, i.e. to ‘translate’ into text the ‘discourse’
of the dancing body. An analysis of a work situated
primarily in the field of the visual is always in
danger of a certain tautology, that of the textual
rendering of images. Such analysis would have a
similar status to a theory of cinema as described by
Deleuze: ‘A theory of cinema is not “about”
cinema, but about the concepts that cinema gives
rise to’ (Deleuze 1997: 280). In this instance it
would be a theory of the concepts that dance ‘gives
rise to’. Consequently, the aim of this text is to
pursue some central concepts generated by In Spite
of Wishing and Wanting, to recast them textually,
and to trace their coincidence with some of the core
concerns in Jean-Luc Nancy’s philosophical work.
In Corpus, Nancy’s book devoted entirely to
rethinking the status of the body, he notes that it is
extremely difficult to write on the body. Writing
about it, ‘de corpore’, we should always write
departing from it, ‘ex corpore’ (Nancy 2000: 110). A
writing which comes out of the body, or exposes it
in such a way that it goes out of itself: if Nancy’s
radical philosophical gesture consists in writing
that departs from the body, the choreographer Van-
dekeybus ‘writes’ with it and constructs a body
language which comes from within (from an ‘inner
state of being’) and makes it go out of itself, ‘ex-
corporates’ it. A certain metaphoricity in an
attempt to analyse his radical dance practice is
inevitable, but metaphor should be understood here
not in terms of the tension between literal and
metaphorical sense, but as a link between one

locality of sense and sensing and another, which
according to Nancy is always a bodily locality:
‘meta-phors in the proper sense, effective trans-
ports or communication across the incommunicable
itself” (Nancy 1996: 24). In a sense, Vandekeybus
works with the gravity of the body and with the
weight of its image.

AFFECTABILITY

A dance vocabulary centred around the question of
what desire can provoke in the body is simply an
exploration of the simple fact of its there is, or, as
Nancy would phrase it, of its exposition to sense.
This givenness or the unquestionable fact of the
body being-here is associated with its being-toward-
the-world, or being passible or liable to sense (Nancy
1997: 62). Perhaps it is that initial transitivity and
openness towards the world (which immediately
also means openness towards the initial surprise of
sense) which interests Vandekeybus and is at the
very centre of his radical aesthetic gesture.

[n a sense — but what sense — sense is touching. The
being-here, side by side, of all these beings-there
(beings-thrown, beings-sent, beings-abandoned to the
there). Sense, matter forming itself, form making itself
firm: exaction and separation of a tact.

(Nancy 1997: 63)

The body undoubtedly constitutes the site of a con-
stellation of core concepts for the work of both the
philosopher and the choreographer. This coinci-
dence reflects a common concern with the event of
the coexistence of sense and sensibility, affect and
affectability or passibility to sense.

Vandekeybus’s work possesses such strong visual
gravity because it chooses to explore the simple fact
of the body being-there or, in Nancy’s terms, of its
initial affectability. Vandekeybus writes ‘ex corpore’
in the proper sense of the word, departing from the
body and exposing it in its primary openness. The
communication of this openness situates the piece
within a complex nexus of concepts related to the
very structure of visual representation. What is
represented are such primary states as sleep and the
‘wishing and wanting’ of desire, and since the
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«In Spite of Wishing and Wanting, dir. Wim Vandekeybus/Ultima Vez. Phato: © Bruno
Vandermeulen

medium is the bodies of the dancers, they are also
present in the intense ‘now’ of the dance. Yet, this
‘now’ is quite different from Barnet Newman’s The
Sublime is Now as it was analysed by Lyotard, or
from the solemn presence of ‘negative presentation’
{which according to his analysis of Kant’s concept
of the sublime is also related to strong emotion or
affekt). While the sublime of modernist aesthetics
resolves itself in the question ‘What is the essence
of painting?’ and logically in the medium of the
negative presentation of an abstract painting, in
dance the negative in representation cosncides with
the body itself. Overwhelming emotion coincides
with the presence of that affect in the dancing body,
which becomes a ‘medium’ of one of the central
concepts communicated in the piece, that of its
affectability. In its obsession with affect, Vandekey-
bus’s dance comments in an important and indirect
way on the already widely discussed experience of
the sublime. Beyond the coincidence of affect and
its presentation, it reclaims enthusiasm: ‘the other’
of both the sublime and of reason. Although Kant
also refers to enthusiasm negatively as a ‘delirious’
state, ‘an extreme mode of the sublime’ (Lyotard
1994: 56), the intensity of the dance affirms its
truth: the simple truth of the strong feeling, which
is the truth of the body.

EXPOSITION

Affectability, a concept which Vandekeybus’s film
‘gives rise to’, inscribes itself within a conceptual
constellation which in Nancy’s work is related to

the state of affect, exposition and touch, and
emphasizes the material presence of the body, its
gravity within sense. One of the most powerful
images in the film is that of a group of sleeping
dancers. It is a rare experience to watch someone
sleeping — and perhaps a troubling one — for the
sleepers are both present and absent, both passive
and engaged in the intensity of their dreams; they
are at their most vulnerable, exposed. Sleep is the
body’s primary need to abandon itself; to refuse to
be itself for a while and to enter the space of its
desire. In the film, sleep is a state of lightness that
stands in sharp contrast with the strong gravity of
emotion. It is a state of self-affection.
Vandekeybus opens, exposes and then leaves the
stage empty; it is claimed as a surface in its nudity.
There is nothing to frame it in order to create the
tension between inside and out, and to posit the
difference between interior and exterior. That
simple, bare location becomes the location of the
‘from within’, a location where the dancing body is
at its most exposed. It has to give itself, or
‘abandon’ itself, to its emotion in the event of the
dance. Indeed, the body turns into a topological
point of coincidence between the ‘ideality’ and
‘materiality’ of sense. Vandekeybus’s dance
practices expose the body in its bare materiality,
just as it is. What we see is the raw tension of being
alive. Nancy describes it in the following way:

As soon as the appearance of a beyond of the world has
been dissipated, the out-of-place instance of sense opens
itself up within the world (to the extent that it would still
make sense to speak of a ‘within’). Sense belongs to the
structure of the world, hollows out therein what it would
be necessary to name better than by calling it the ‘tran-
scendence’ of its ‘immanence’ — its fransimmanence, or
more simply and strongly, its existence and exposition.
(Nancy 1997: 55)

The ‘going out’ or ec-stasy of the intense dance
is not related to an act of showing, revealing, the
appearance of something hidden; there is no hidden
meaning to be unveiled. Furthermore, it has little
to do with the state of being possessed, with
anything which comes from outside and beyond
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into the body. This positioning of the body exposes
nothing but the being-exposed itself.

But such an exposed body is not the result of the placing-
in-view of what, at first, had been hidden or shut away.
Rather, exposition is here being itself. This is what we
mean by existing. Unhiding [expeausition]: signature
along the surface of the hide, the hide of being. Existence
tans its own hide.

’ (Nancy 1997 58)

Unhiding [expeausition]. Nancy introduces the skin
[peau] into the word exposition to emphasize the
state of affectability in its materiality and locality.
However, the surface of the skin is not a metaphor
‘materializing’ the state of being exposed, it is the
form which allows the state of being exposed to be
thought. Another important implication of that
way of conceptualizing (and here conceptualizing
has to be understood in terms of the hardening of
the emotive, of the motion of sense} is that the
visual, with all its implications associated with
distance and objective knowledge, is replaced by
the tactile. Touch as modality of sensing becomes
central for an understanding of sense and of
aesthetic feeling, of aesthesis.

Affectability constitutes the pres-ence of sensible
presence, not as pure virtuality, but as a being-in-itself-
always-already-touched, touched by the possibility of
being touched.

(Nancy 1997: 128)

THE TANGIBILITY OF THE
EMOTION

In Spite of Wishing and Wanting works with the tan-
gibility of emotion. Desires are deprived of their
objects and affects are presented as they are, ‘as
such’. The dance group invents ways to present the
‘wishing and wanting’ in an intense event taking
place here and now. The confrontation between
sleep, a state of full relaxation and stillness, and the
furious movement of strong emotion does not place
them in opposition. Sleep has its own intensity, just
as emotion can paralyse. Vandekeybus does not
intend to establish oppositions, but rather to work

with the tension between these differing states, the
confrontation of which creates the force of the
movement. In the piece this tension is recast
visually as the tension between the body and its
weight, emotion and its gravity. One of the main
dimensions of the dance in the piece is its emphasis
on intertwining emotion with corporeal being-
there. It asks, ‘Can a feeling have weight?’ The
presentation of the affect in its gravity affects us,
and works with our affections and our ability to be
affected.

Contemporary dance’s fascination with the
exposed body and radical bodily discourses is not a
fascination with the body as such, nor with its
flesh, nor its sexuality in the true sense of the word.
The focus in dance has always been on the body,
but viewed from different angles, challenging it and
framing it according to different aesthetic concepts.
On the contrary, the fascination of certain contem-
porary chorcographers concerns the body as i is, in
the extraordinariness of its feelings, in its ability to
be affected. What could be more radical and at the
same time more ‘natural’ than the exploration of
that fact? Such dance practices work with and
depart from the body, and resonate with our being
subject to sense. If there is a central question
contained within Vandckeybus’s practice, then it
would be: ‘How are we subject-to, how are we
passible to sense?’
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