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Abstract

This thesis explores the embodiment of Chineseness in digital performance through the
methodology of techno-choreography. In this practice-based research, I have created three
full-length dance works: X-Body (2018), Mourning for a dead moon (2019) and Unexpected
Bodies (2020). These three performances involve professionally trained dancing bodies in
Chinese dance, cultural objects, scenography, software tools, real-time interactivity, virtual
reality and immersion. The specific choreographing of cultural objects, including chopsticks,
gaogiao, handkerchiefs, fans and red silks, contributes to the research on dance and
technology as well as current debates on cultural transexperience. The methodology of
techno-choreography in this research draws on the theories of interactivity and immersion
developed by Johannes Birringer, Steve Dixon, Scott deLahunta and David Rokeby. This
methodology focuses on dancing bodies and objects as interfaces during the process of dance
composition within computational system environments. The theories of Chineseness
considered in this research are based on Xu Rui and Emily Wilcox’s studies of Chinese dance.
This thesis investigates the research questions of how Chineseness contributes to the process
of techno-choreography, how technology affects the embodiment of Chineseness, and what
Chineseness might be in the context of techno-choreography. The methodology of techno-
choreography incorporates methods of improvisation, codified movements, motion tracking,
programming, immersive design and scenography to explore and demonstrate Chineseness
through interactions between dancing bodies and objects in the digital space. For instance, in
X-Body, 1 create sonic chopsticks, a real-time interactive dance exploring chopsticks as
interfaces performed by four dancers collaborating with live musician Dee Egan. In Mourning
for a dead moon, 1 demonstrate body memories of Chinese classical dance working with
CryptogamicLightCape designed by fashion designer Miche¢le Danjoux. In Unexpected
Bodies, 1 experiment with red silks in virtual reality and develop writing Chinese characters
through a dancing body, working with Oculus Quest 2. The outcome of the research is the
generation of interactive performance frameworks which enable embodiments of Chineseness
in digital performance. Dancing bodies trained in Chinese dance and cultural objects
contribute to the methodology of techno-choreography, contesting to some extent an overly
technological gadget driven discursive and performative practice encountered in the West.
This thesis is the first to investigate the embodiment of Chineseness in digital performance

through interfaces between dancing bodies and cultural objects in digital environments.
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Introduction

As a choreographer and a dancer who has professionally trained in Chinese dance (both
Chinese classical dance and Chinese ethnic and folk dance) since I was 12 years old, dance is
my way of thinking. Over the years of dance training, from a conservatoire onto higher
education, my body language gradually became more sophisticated. This has enabled me to
express what I am thinking in more complex ways and also to naturally propose questions
through my dancing body. This study emerges from the experiences I have explored in the
previous eight years as both a choreographer and dancer at Beijing Modern Dance Company
and as an independent choreographer working with digital artists, musicians, installation and
costume designers. Experiences of collaborating with interdisciplinary artists opened another
door for me to explore the potential of dancing bodies. As an example I could mention an
earlier production, Attraction, a very large-scale digital performance premiered at the Beijing
National Stadium (also known as the Bird’s Nest) in September 2012.! Observing the
rehearsals for Attraction, 1 realised that methods of choreography for dancers with and
without technology interventions were different, and they were also context specific. The
presence of the dancing bodies under and in front of large installations, laser equipment, LED
material and high-resolution projection screens could be easily minimised. I wondered about
the potential meanings of professionally trained dancing bodies in multimediated, digital
environments, and also in this particular case in a National Stadium in Beijing designed for

the promotion of cultural excellence.?

After eight years of working experience in choreography, I brought this curiosity concerning
dancing bodies in varied digital environments to my doctoral research. My Chinese dance
training background allowed me to research interactive and immersive technologies while
keeping questions of cultural identity at the centre. Conducting this interdisciplinary research
in London, a megalopolis with diverse cultures, has helped me to investigate Chineseness in
digital environments through the lens of interculturality, experiencing while also investigating
my sense of growth as an intercultural movement practitioner whose work had been shaped

by what Olu Taiwo, a Nigerian-British dance artist, has referred to as ‘the cultural qualities of

U Attraction was performed at the Beijing National Stadium from 2012 to 2014. 1 joined for two seasons as a
choreographer and director.

2 The stadium architecture was designed by Swiss architects Jacques Herzog and Pierre de Meuron, with artist
consultant Ai Weiwei, and built for the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing. Its circular shape is believed to
symbolically represent heaven, but has been nick-named Bird’s Nest, with its pattern inspired by Chinese-style
crazed pottery.
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inner dynamics’ (Taiwo 2021: 4).3 1 have brought specific cultural qualities, energies and
organic feelings with me, as they reside in my dancing body, but when I speak of digital
environments I am of course acknowledging the widening spectrum of a trans-cultural,
globalised world of information and the impact of interactive operational technologies on

such performer bodies.

This practice-based research explores technology-driven choreography from the perspectives
of cultural identity and cultural objects (chopsticks, gaogiao, handkerchiefs, fans and red
silks), investigating the embodiment of Chineseness in multimediated, digital environments. I
investigate three research questions: 1. How does Chineseness contribute to the process of
techno-choreography? 2. How does technology affect the embodiment of Chineseness? 3.

What is Chineseness in the context of techno-choreography?

Chineseness in dance has been studied from the perspectives of history, anthropology,
transcultural theory and philosophy. In this project, I build on existent research through
foregrounding how Chineseness can be theorised through dance technology; in doing so I
build on research on Chineseness carried out by Emily Wilcox, Fangfei Miao and SanSan
Kwan. I question why Chineseness exists as an individual style in intercultural dancing
bodies, and what Chineseness means in techno-choreography. In one of Wilcox’s earlier
publications concerned with Chineseness in dance, she summarises Chineseness as national

character and points out:

Rather, the problem of Chineseness is the self-conscious preoccupation of Chinese
dancers with creating dance that is distinctively Chinese. The problem of
Chineseness developed out of a particular history of cultural reflexivity and
nationalistic concerns during the early twentieth century in which Chinese dancers,
like artists in other fields, felt it was important to develop a uniquely Chinese
“national dance form” (FGEEEFEAE ). It resulted in a situation in which much of
twentieth- and twenty-first-century Chinese dance, Sun’s work included, is
explicitly aimed at embodying and promoting a quality know as minzuxing ([J%&
%), or “national character.” Achievement in the world of Chinese dance is to

3 Taiwo’s writing in The Return Beat: Interfacing with our Interface (based on his earlier PhD thesis at
University of Winchester, 2006), is provocatively multidimensional, pressing towards a trans-cultural ‘becoming’
yet insisting on performative identities expressed through ‘metabolic’ (personal and ancestral embodied cultural
memory and knowledge) and digital processes simultaneously. I was inspired by the intercultural studies from
Melissa Chiu (2003), Royona Mitra (2015), Ben Spatz (2018), Cheryl Stock (2018), Ted Cantle (2020), and
Olugbenga Taiwo (2021), and will return to the debate surrounding interculturalism further below.

12



embody and promote national character, or Chineseness, in dance form. (Wilcox
2012: 213)

Wilcox’s extensive research has explored the development of Chineseness as a national
character and how it has been expressed through Chinese dance. The aim is to embody and
promote Chinese cultures. In Fangfei Miao’s doctoral research on the cross-cultural
misunderstandings of American modern dance and Chinese dance, or Chinese traditional

dance as Miao calls it in her thesis, she argues that

Like American modern dance — that accentuates values of self-expression,
abstraction, minimalism, and rebellion against the past — Chinese traditional dance
is rooted in values of yin and yang (1FH: complementary opposites), gi (“<:
intrinsic energy), and shen (#i: spirit). Both American modern dance and Chinese
traditional dance are embodiments of their cultural concepts, which manifest in

their dance vocabulary, choreography, education, and reception by their audiences.
(2019: 7-8)

In Kinesthetic City: Dance & Movement in Chinese Urban Spaces, SanSan Kwan studies

Chineseness from the idea of dancing body awareness in cities.

I attempt to contribute to the conversation about Chineseness by understanding
how this fraught yet abiding concept is negotiated through moving bodies in global
cities. As the idea of habitus suggests, people both share common ways of
inhabiting the body within specific communities and carry their own idiosyncratic
ways of moving. In Chinese urban spaces, the various claims and disavowals of
Chineseness as a community identification are made through corporeal motion.
Through a feeling-each-other methodology, I aim to study this negotiation as a
way both to understand how contended notions of Chineseness are bodily and,
more largely, to make a claim for kinesthetic research as a form of knowledge
production. (2013: 14)

I agree with Wilcox’s argument of Chineseness as a national character in Chinese dance,
Miao’s findings of Chineseness as values embodied in Chinese dance and Kwan’s claim for
Chineseness as knowledge production in kinaesthetic cities. My own research takes these
views forward and asks how Chineseness is embodied and translated into in digital
environments and what Chineseness is becoming in intercultural dancing bodies. In probing
this question, I seek to contribute to the notion of Chineseness based on intercultural dancing

bodies, through my individual quest in techno-choreography. Based on studies of Shen Wei

13



and Wen Wei Wang who have professionally trained in Chinese dance, and reflections on my
own dancing body, I explore Chineseness through the idea of interculturality in dance
technology. I argue that Chineseness becomes an individual quest, exploring identity and the
aesthetics of ancient Chinese cultures including poems, calligraphy, the paintings of shan shui
(mountain-water) integrated with aesthetics, surrealism and abstract expressionism in the
West. After years of personal exploration, Shen and Wang’s choreographies form a
‘hybridised aesthetic’ (Mitra 2015: 16). Chineseness as an aesthetic still exists in their
intercultural identities. New technologies, such as software tools, wearable technology,
projection, virtual reality and immersion both enhance embodiments of Chineseness and

expand the possibilities of Chineseness as an aesthetic.

In my research, I extend Johannes Birringer’s more generalised theory of choreographic
systems with a particularised cultural notion of Chineseness. In addition, a methodology of
techno-choreography is developed which I base on theories of interactivity and immersion
derived from Steve Dixon, Scott deLahunta, David Rokeby and Yacov Sharir. I will be
adapting these theories to dancing bodies professionally trained in Chinese dance, and work
with cultural objects to be inserted into digital performance including chopsticks, gaogiao,

handkerchiefs, fans and red silks.

Digital performance is an extension of a continuing history of the adoption and
adaptation of technologies to increase performance and visual art’s aesthetic effect
and sense of spectacle, its emotional and sensorial impact, its play of meanings
and symbolic associations, and its intellectual power. Dance, ostensibly that most
nakedly corporeal of all performance forms, has similarly been conceptualized as
a continually evolving technological praxis... (Dixon 2007: 40)

Techno-choreography in this research presents dancing bodies contributing to the process of
technological praxis. Cultural objects such as chopsticks, gaogiao and fans function as

interfaces triggering dancing bodies and computer-based technologies.

Artistic practices that respond to technical interaction in our lives have absorbed
technology as a creative tool, affording performers and designers the opportunity
to explore distributed environments, virtual places, and hyper-conductivity. An
entirely new poetics emerges when performers ‘“navigate” interactive
environments, dive into data-based information, play with digital cameras and
wearable sensors; when the body becomes an instrument of a dynamic
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environment in which realities are generated and processed. (Birringer 2008b:
XX1ii)

Building on theories from Dixon and Birringer, exploring dancing bodies with professional
Chinese dance training backgrounds can provide insight into this field of enquiry. The
research considers what kind of data-based information a cultural dancing body can generate
and what kind of graphic effects are created based on the technique of motion tracking. In the
monograph Entangled, Chris Salter claims that ‘One of the overarching issues in the dance
technology community was how such new technologies could or should enlarge dance as a
historical and cultural practice’ (2010: 263). As a choreographer, dancer and researcher, in
this doctoral research I aim to provide approaches to techno-choreography through three
dance works and contribute to this field of enquiry from the cultural perspective of
Chineseness. The skilled dancing bodies examined in this research belong principally to
dancers trained in China in such genres as Chinese classical dance, Chinese ethnic and folk
dance, and modern dance techniques. I probe techno-choreography from the perspectives of
both cultural dancing bodies and cultural objects as interfaces in digital performance. To date,
there has been no previous research examining choreography and technology from the
perspectives of Chineseness and cultural objects. This practice-based research aims to fill this

research gap.

This research applies the methodology of techno-choreography to explore the embodiment of
Chineseness in digital performance through three dance works: X-Body (2018), Mourning for
a dead moon (2019) (in collaboration with DAP-Lab) and Unexpected Bodies (2020).
Drawing on Birringer and Dixon’s insights on dance technology, the methodology of techno-
choreography includes dance composition, improvisation, motion tracking, mapping,
programming, immersive design, scenography, cultural objects as interfaces, live
composition, intensive participant observation and the concept of body mind. In addition, I
primarily use Xu Rui and Wilcox’s study on Chinese dance to support this research. I focus
on Chineseness as an aesthetic in Chinese dance, which provides a comprehensive training for
dance students. The methods of film footage study, case study, interviews and choreographic

analysis are also applied in this research.

This research has involved the creation of three new contributions to dance studies and digital

performances. First, unlike dance scholars and practitioners who study Chineseness from the
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perspectives of Chinese dance history, dance politics, or dance anthropology, this practice-
based research contributes to the study of the embodiment of Chineseness based on the
methodology of techno-choreography. Techno-choreography is inspired by the theories of
choreographic systems, interactivity and immersion in the work of Birringer, Dixon,
deLahunta and Rokeby. Three full-length dance works involving different forms of
experimentation such as solos, duets and group works were completed during this research
and premiered with public audiences in London, United Kingdom.* Each of the dance works
centres on one major research question relating to the themes of interactivity, wearable
technology and immersion. My own body, trained according to the tenets of Chinese dance,
was the subject of experiment and analysis during this research. My training background and
working experiences offer a meaningful contribution to techno-choreography and cultural
studies of the body by utilising artistic practices as test beds, means of experimentation and
speculative ground for theories and praxis. This study can, thus, serve as a benchmark for
future research on the relationship between dance, digital media, cultural identity and

immersion in performance.

Second, this research contributes to the field of dance technology from the perspectives of
cultural identity and cultural symbols. To date, digital artists, choreographers and scholars
have explored software tools, sensors, computer-based technology, human-computer
interaction, VR, AR, XR, immersion and installation with dance compositions. Most of these
explorations analyse and theorize the technical-artistic side, whereas I propose to provide
insights and choreographic approaches based on Chineseness, and a culturally-infused
approach to performing with technological interfaces. Professional dance training forms body
memories and skills, which are significant when dancing bodies entangle with new
technologies. In addition, Chinese cultural objects enhance the design of interactive systems
and immersive environments. The experimentation from this research provides references and
ideas utilising chopsticks, gaogiao, handkerchiefs, fans and red silks in relation to

interactivity and immersion.

Third, I examine the embodiment of Chineseness through interculturality based on the study

of Shen Wei, Wen Wei Wang, and reflections on my own dancing body. Living abroad, the

4 The filmed/captured live performance premiere for Unexpected Bodies took place on 9 December 2020,
without audiences allowed due to the Covid-19 policies at Artaud Performance Centre, Brunel University
London.
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intercultural dancing bodies of these two artists present hybridised aesthetics. They have
created dance works that also involve digital media, interactive design, installation and
technologies, thus demonstrating to me new knowledge they acquired, providing parallel or
comparative scenarios for my reflection. I see such scenarios as a pathway, in the modest
sense in which Ben Spatz, who considers himself a diasporic Jewish artist currently based in
the north of England, describes ‘choreography as research’ travelling on pathways to new
knowledge, pathways already always travelled by others. Such travelling is like a ‘searching
movement’ involving techniques that can bring one to a “particular epistemic location’ (Spatz
2018: 69). When thinking of choreographic research, I am aware of the cultural heritage
infused into my bodily knowledge and technique. I feel responsibility for this heritage.

Entering into a detailed confrontation with theories of interculturalism or with the
Western/Euro-American history of theatre anthropology and interculturalism of the 1970s and
1980s would exceed the scope of this thesis. But it needs to be mentioned that postcolonial
scholars such as Royona Mitra (2015), along with Rustom Bharucha (1993; 2000), Una
Chauduri (2002) and others, have developed a significant critique of a Eurocentric model of
intercultural theatre perceived to have dominated the discussion of ‘knowledge exchanges’
exemplified by Jerzy Grotowski or Eugenio Barba’s theatre anthropology or Peter Brook’s
1985 production of the Mahabharata. In my dialogues with Birringer, who knew the practices
of Grotowski, Barba and Brook more closely (whereas I had no contact with them), it became
apparent that the intercultural research of that time—for example the paratheatrical
experiments of Grotowski’s Theatre of Sources or Barba’s creation of the ISTA (International
School of Theatre Anthropology) along with his Odin Teatret’s work on exilic communities
or floating islands—tended to be, in Bharucha’s assessment, overshadowed by
‘apolitical/asocial and subtly orientalist premises’ which deny ‘their own national identities
and affiliations’ (Bharucha 2000: 27). Brook’s production is also taken to task for hiding what
Cheryl Stock, offering a fresh perspective in her chapter for the second edition of
Contemporary Choreography, remembers as contested ideas of ‘self and other’, ‘about “the
dominant” in intercultural exchange, guilt about the dangers of appropriation and
“orientalism™ (Stock 2018: 343). She uses the term interculturality to refer to that which
‘resides within the artists’ own body and practice, played out in a multiplicity of ways through

their choreography and performance’ (347).
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Mitra’s ‘new interculturalism’, proposed in her recent book on British-Bangladeshi
choreographer Akram Khan (whose work I have seen in London at several occasions), pushes
beyond the older approaches and prefers to situate itself in a hybrid or diasporic cultural
context allowing her to emphasise a politically ‘strategic interculturalism’ in Akram Khan’s
practice — in the UK and with the institutional support now underwriting Khan’s own
articulation of his ‘otherness’ (Mitra 2015). A practice, Mitra argues, that evolves ‘through an
open-ended corporeal aesthetic that is ambivalent and ephemeral and therefore impossible to

fix in its significations’ (2015: 23).

My own thinking at this point is more pragmatic: I cannot follow the Southeast-Asian
postcolonial critique of Western and contemporary theorisations of particular epistemological
locations or ‘epistemological moments of race’ (Spatz 2018: 79), as I have not experienced
choreographic collaborations or contexts where I suffered discrimination, or expropriation of
cultural objects and techniques. I feel that my work with choreographic objects is not
overshadowed and circumscribed by binary (East-West) constellations. Rather, as I argue in
my historical chapters on Chinese dance, the larger historical framework of techniques, in my
affiliations, reflects a complex intercultural accumulation from the very beginning of the
evolution of modern Chinese dance. My Chinese dance training is in itself not possible to pin

down in a nationalist, racially and culturally marked, context.

Therefore, I am ready to align my thinking more discreetly with Chen Zhen’s concept of
‘transexperience’, which I discovered in Melissa Chiu’s study on Chinese experimental art of
recent years (Chiu 2003: 3).° Chiu derives this notion of transexperience from investigations
into the work of the late Chinese-French artist Chen, but proposes that it can be applied to the
artistic expression of all of the overseas artists she examines in her writing (Chinese overseas

artists working in Australia, the United States, and France). ® Chen’s own idea of

3 In her opening chapter, Chiu examines recent exhibitions and exhibition catalogues published in China and
abroad, and comes to the conclusion that there is a relative exclusion of overseas Chinese artists from the
discussions of Chinese art, which ‘has the effect of marginalising the specificity of the diasporic experience, seen
most notably in an expression of Chineseness. The lack of specificity found in many accounts of Chinese
contemporary art between Chinese artists residing in mainland China and those in the West is the subject of this
dissertation’ (Chiu 2003: 11).

6 Chiu proposes to investigate the migration of leading Chinese cultural figures to Australia, the United States,
and France in the late eighties and early nineties, since it occurred in substantially greater numbers than in
previous decades. She focuses on artists who migrated to the West, tracing their engagement with different
Western cultures in the first decade of their residence outside China, and argues that this Chinese diaspora
engages in various ways with different cultures to reconfigure a notion of Chineseness (Chiu 2003: 24-25). The
artists examined include Chen Zhen, Dong Wang Fan, Guan Wei, Shen Yuan, Cai Guo Qiang, Guo Jian, Zhang
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‘transexperience “summarizes vividly and profoundly the complex life experiences of leaving
one’s native place and going from one place to another in one’s life”” (cited in Chiu 2003: 25).
Apart from the physical dimension of migration, the experience of transexperience is

transported into Chen’s art practice, Chiu argues (2003). For Chen, transexperience is:

a mode of thinking and method of artistic creation that is capable of connecting
the preceding with the following, adapting itself to changing circumstances,
accumulating year—in—year—out experiences, and being triggered at any instant.
Furthermore, this type of experiential concept relates to an extremely important
matter, that is, to immerse oneself in life, to blend and identify oneself with others.
(cited in Chiu 2003: 25)

Following my path, I argue that Chineseness is the catalyst of creations for performers and
choreographers abroad with professional Chinese dance training backgrounds. The
Chineseness in the work of such artists and choreographers has been expanded in their dance
compositions in various ways. In the three collaborative dance works created in this research,
I reflect on the Chineseness of my dancing body during intercultural creative experiences with
artists with different cultural backgrounds, most of whom now live abroad or have absorbed

new experiences and techniques.

This practice-based research also provides locations — a set of interactive systems (constructed
by patches based in the Isadora software). Dance and theatre practitioners can explore daily
objects using this set in addition to learning about movement generation in immersive
environments. In the experimentation, I found that professional dancers are easily focused on
their skilled dancing bodies and lack awareness of the possibilities provided by computer-
based technologies, in a new setting which needs time to generate such awareness. The same
issue occurs for choreographers who have just started working with digital technologies. In
the dance films created as part this research and in Chapters 3, 4 and 5 of this thesis, there are
visible changes in how my own awareness of digital dance potential improved while working

with software tools and technological equipment.

Hongtu, Huang Yong Ping, Ah Xian, Xu Bing, and Wenda Gu. Chiu also acknowledges the notion of diaspora,
as ‘one of the most commonly applied theoretical models to overseas Chinese artists...This is because it is one
of the most widely used terms to describe the experience of dislocation from one’s homeland’ (Chiu 2003: 34).
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This thesis comprises six chapters. In Chapter 1, I examine Chineseness from two main
perspectives on Chinese dance and interculturality. Theories of Chinese dance derived from
Jiang Dong, Xu Rui, Wilcox, Yuan He and Zheng Huihui are considered. I demonstrate that
Chinese dance, consisting of Chinese classical dance and Chinese ethnic and folk dance,
embodies Chineseness. The pioneers of Chinese dance, Wu Xiaobang, Dai Ailian, Choe
Seung-hui and Qemberxanim, spent many years exploring dance forms that can encapsulate
Chinese culture. To date, Chinese classical dance has developed three major styles, which
include shenyun by Li Zhengyi and Tang Mancheng, Han-Tang by Sun Ying and Dunhuang
by Gao Jinrong. Inspired by idea of transexperience and interculturality, I reflect on my own
training experiences with contemporary dance and Chinese dance. Based on the studies of
Shen Wei, and Wen Wei Wang and my own dancing body, I found that Chineseness exists as

core aesthetics of these intercultural dancing bodies.

In Chapter 2, I review the development of dance and technology since the 1960s. Artist-
scholars discussed include Birringer (2003, 2008a, 2008b, 2019), Dixon (2007), deLahunta
(2002a, 2017), Sharir (2012), Susan Kozel (2007; 2010), Susan Broadhurst (2007; 2017) and
Chris Salter (2010). These practitioners and theorists have advanced performance and dance
technology theory from the perspectives of interactivity, mixed reality, virtual reality, digital
bodies and immersion. In addition, works created by Merce Cunningham, Bill T. Jones,
William Forsythe, Sharir, Ellen Bromberg, Kozel, Igloo, DAP-Lab, Robert Wechsler, Wayne
McGregor, Alexander Whitley and Lisa Naugle significantly contributed to this research on
dance technology. I then turn my attention to the development of dance and technology in
China. Liu Chun, Xiao Xiangrong, Li Qing and Tian Tian have created works involving real-
time interaction, digital media and installation. This segment of the research provides useful
insights into the development of dance technology in China. I study theories of choreographic
systems and immersion. Three works are examined: kimosphere no. 5 by DAP-Lab, Whist by
AO®E and +/- Human by Studio Wayne McGregor. Finally, I explain the methodology of
techno-choreography, which is developed based on theories of choreographic systems and

immersion.

Chapter 3 presents an analysis of my first creation, X-Body (2018). As the director,
choreographer and one of the dancers for this work, along with Miziying Wang, Jiajie Zhou,
Rumeng Li and Limeihui Zhu, I discuss the interactive designs of dancing bodies and live

compositions by sound artist Dee Egan. X-Body utilises codified movements, improvisation,
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sonic art, props, projection and cameras to investigate how interactivity could change the
manner of dance making and what I experience in the process of dance composition. Based on
the idea of kimosphere, I create an interactive dance exploring the concept of sonic
chopsticks. Using chopsticks as an instrument, I demonstrate how chopsticks can contribute to
interactive performance and generate new knowledge of Chinese cultural objects. I generate
the embodiment of Chineseness in a digital environment drawing on an analysis of the
choreographic process, the kimosphere utilised in dance studios and shared spaces constructed

by dancers and Egan.

My digital performance collaboration with DAP-Lab in Mourning for a dead moon (2019) is
scrutinised in Chapter 4. I work with Michéle Danjoux, a fashion designer and scholar. I
argue that body memories can be triggered automatically when a dancing body is entangled
with wearable technology. The techniques of Chinese classical dance help me deal with
CryptogamicLightCape, a black velvet and LED light cape designed by Danjoux.
Collaborating with artists from different countries in this work provides an opportunity for me
to reflect on Chineseness in a transcultural environment. Gaogiao as prosthetics is also
examined in this chapter. The traditional props of yangge are considered in relation to their

potential in an immersive atmosphere.

Chapter 5 is a study of my final creation, Unexpected Bodies (2020), a solo dance work based
on my more advanced methodology of techno-choreography. New techniques are explored
through choreography. These techniques include live drawing, motion tracing, mapping, web-
camera and the VR headset Oculus working with cultural objects such as chopsticks, gaogiao,
handkerchiefs, fans and red silks. The intention is to examine the possibilities of cultural
objects in digital environments and to consider how these objects, working with a dancing
body, contribute to the process of techno-choreography. In this creation, I find that the
cultural instruments (the objects my dancing body deploys and wears in this work) are the
most important elements. Digital and computer-based technologies improve visual effects, but
the choreographer’s intrinsic perceptions (generated through the live dancing body interacting

with cultural objects) under technology are vital, primarily.

In the final chapter, Chapter 6, I argue that dancing bodies professionally trained in Chinese
dance and using cultural objects contribute significantly to the process of techno-

choreography, in fact alter the assumptions about such techno-choreographies. Technology-
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driven choreography, however, also affects the embodiment of Chineseness. The outcomes of
this practice-based research include three dance works, three dance films, a set of interactive
systems and the thesis, providing approaches for dance practitioners to enter the field of dance
technology and become aware of the importance of cultural affect transposed into the

experience of interface performance.
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Chapter 1. Chineseness

In this chapter I will explore the concept of Chineseness by examining the intersections
between aesthetic forms embodied by dancing bodies professionally trained in Chinese dance,
and through cultural objects applied in Chinese dance. Dance practitioners constantly explore
the embodiment of Chineseness in their creations. Chinese dance as an artistic genre and a
comprehensive training system began in the middle of the twentieth century and developed
rapidly after the 1950s. Chinese dance falls into two categories: Chinese classical dance and

Chinese ethnic and folk dance.

1.1 Founding Figures of Chinese Dance

The daughter of the Qing ambassador to France, Yu Rongling (1888-1973) studied modern
dance with Isadora Duncan (Zheng 2019¢c: 359). She loved Western cultures, an observation
which could be determined from her creations. ‘In 1904 Yu created three “Chinese dances”
and performed at least one of them, Ruyi Dance, along with “Spanish” and “Greek” style
dances, for the Qing empress dowager Cixi at the imperial Summer Palace in Beijing’
(Wilcox 2018: 7). As Chinese dance developed, Wu Xiaobang (1906-1995), Dai Ailian
(1916-2006), Choe Seung-hui (1911-1969), and Qemberxanim’ (1914-1994) went on to
become recognised as the founding figures of Chinese dance (Jiang 2008; Wilcox 2018; Yuan
2019).

According to Zheng Huihui, a professor of dance at Shanghai Normal University, Wu
Xiaobang is ‘the father of Chinese modern dance’ and ‘New Dance’, which changed the
direction and the development of Chinese dance (2019a: 257). ‘“Wu Xiaobang studied dance
in Japan with Takaya Eguchi, who was in turn influenced by German modern dance, having
worked with Mary Wigman in the early 1930s (Nikaido, cited in Kolb 2017: 352). Wu
Xiaobang’s original name was Wu Zupei, but due to his adoration of Polish composer
Frédéric Frangois Chopin, he changed his name to Wu Xiaobang (Zheng 2019a: 258). In
Chinese, the first name Xiaobang has very similar pronunciation as Chopin. Wu cultivated
numerous generations of Chinese dance artists. When he was nearly seventy years old, Wu

was still travelling across China to lead workshops and rehearsals and to teach classes.

7 In Chinese documents, Qemberxanim’s birth year is 1922, but in Wilcox’s (2018) research, talking with dance
historians in Xinjiang, she states that she believes Qemberxanim was born in 1914.

23



Dai Ailian is one of the Chinese dance founders who was born on 10" May 1916 in Couva,
Trinidad (Jiang 2008; Wilcox 2018; Zheng 2019). ‘Because Trinidad was at the time a British
colony, Dai’s citizenship would have been British. Dai attended British-style schooling in
Trinidad through to the age of fourteen, after which she moved to London with her mother
and two sisters. The language Dai spoke growing up was English (she also studied French and
Latin in school), and although she learned to speak Mandarin after she moved to China, she
never learned Cantonese, her paternal grandparents’ native tongue’ (Wilcox 2018: 16-17).
‘She studied ballet with Anton Dolin, Margaret Craske, and Marie Rambert in 1930s London
and modern dance with Kurt Jooss and Sigurd Leeder in Dartington Hall’ (Kolb 2017: 352).
In the 1940s, Dai emigrated to China. She brought back ballet techniques and the concept of
modern dance; she spent her entire life excavating, organising and developing Chinese ethnic

and folk dance (Zheng 2019a).

Choe Seung-hui was a Korean dancer who went to China twice to help Chinese dance artists

construct Chinese dance, working with Chinese xiqu master Mei Lanfang.

Choe Seung-hui was born in 1911 into a declining yangban family in Seoul during
the Japanese colonial rule of Chosen (Korea), which lasted from 1910 to 1945. In
1926 Choe moved to Tokyo to study with Japanese dancer Ishii Baku (1886—
1962) ... In 1943 Choe sought training from Mei Lanfang in Shanghai and
proposed the idea of creating a new dance style by studying and adapting elements
of xiqu performance, specifically Peking opera and Kunqu. In 1944, Choe moved
to Beiping and set up the Oriental Dance Research Institute (Dongfang wudao
yanjiusuo), with support from Mei and other renowned xiqu actors. (Wilcox 2018:
67-68)

This was the first time she went to China, and the cooperation with Chinese xiqu master Mei
Lanfang during this time contributed to her second residence in China in 1949. After two
years, she hosted the Choe Seung-hui Dance Research Course, where the ballet and dance

methods she learned helped numerous dance students.

Students in the 1951-52 Choe Seung-hui Dance Research Course received studio
training in all of Choe’s major areas of expertise, including Korean classical and
folk dance, Southern dance (nanfang wu), Soviet ballet and folk dance, New
Dance, improvisation, and rhythm, as well as theoretical courses in dance history,
political thought, literature, and music. The focus of the course, however, was on
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studying and organizing basic movements for Chinese dance derived from xiqu....
By training in these movements, she believed, students would gain a physical
fluency in xiqu movement vocabulary, which they could then use to create their
own new Chinese dance choreography. (Wilcox 2018: 71-72)

Qemberxanim, a Uyghur dancer, was born in Kashgar and grew up in a traditional folk music
family. In 1927, she went to the Soviet Union with her parents and trained in classical ballet

and Soviet folk dance from the age of thirteen (Zheng 2019b: 288).

In 1951 Qemberxanim was appointed founding chair of the academy’s Department
of Minority Nationality Arts (Shaoshu minzu yishu xi), which became the PRC’s
first state-sponsored professional program dedicated to training performing artists
from minority ethnic backgrounds. Under Qemberxanim’s leadership, the program
recruited 150 students from eleven different nationalities during its first year,
including folk artists, elementary school teachers, students, and government
functionaries. (Wilcox 2018: 64)

Through Wu, Dai, Choe and Qemberxanim’s initial explorations of Chinese dance, and the
efforts of generations of dance workers in China, Chinese dance has developed into a
systematic teaching system and a public performance genre. In 2019, Jiang Dong, a leading
Chinese dance scholar from the Chinese National Academy of Arts, hosted a series of
conferences, 70 Years of China’s Dance Art: Talk on Five Masters, the proceedings of which
were published by the Journal of Beijing Dance Academy. The conferences invited five dance
experts each time to discuss their experiences in the establishment of dance in China. These
conferences used oral histories to help dance workers see the vivid images of Chinese dance
history. Yuan He, the first doctoral graduate of dance studies in China and a professor at
Beijing Dance Academy, edited the book Chinese Dance History (2019), which examines
dance in China from the ritual dance of the Shang Dynasty to contemporary China. Emily
Wilcox, an Associate Professor of Chinese Studies at the College of William & Mary, spent
ten years across China conducting research and then published the monograph Revolutionary
Bodies: Chinese Dance and the Socialist Legacy in 2018. In this significant book, and as a
scholar with an outside perspective yet intimate knowledge of Chinese dance history, Wilcox
defines three commitments of Chinese dance as kinesthetic nationalism, ethnic and spatial

inclusiveness, and dynamic inheritance.
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Kinesthetic nationalism is the idea that what distinguishes Chinese dance as a
genre is its aesthetic form, not its thematic content or where or by whom it is
performed. According to kinesthetic nationalism, what makes Chinese dance
“Chinese” is that its movement forms—its movement vocabularies, techniques,
and rhythms, for example—are developed through ongoing research and
adaptation of performance practices of Chinese cultural communities, broadly
defined. In Chinese dance discourse, this idea is most often expressed through the
concept of “national form” (minzu xingshi), a term promoted by Chinese
Communist Party leader Mao Zedong beginning in the late 1930s that continues to
inform the theory and practice of Chinese dance today. When the idea was
introduced, “national form” referred to new or yet to be created literary and
artistic forms that would express contemporary life and bring about positive social
change by being both resolutely modern and rooted in local culture. Thus,
kinesthetic nationalism is focused on issues of artistic form and is premised on the
idea that the local and the contemporary are mutually reinforcing.

Ethnic and spatial inclusiveness is the idea that Chinese dance should include
styles and artists from all ethnic communities and geographic regions across
China. As in many places, differences of ethnicity and geography in China often
map onto disparities in historical privilege and power. Ethnic and spatial
inclusivity, considered radical when it was introduced, proposes that China’s
national dance forms should not be an expression only of dominant cultural
groups—such as the Han ethnicity or the affluent coastal cities—but instead
should incorporate the cultures of ethnically and geographically marginalized
communities, such as non-Han groups, rural places, and inland regions. While
there is no single term like “national form” that expresses this idea in Chinese
dance discourse, ethnic and spatial inclusiveness builds on the concepts of the
“Chinese nation” (Zhonghua minzu) and “remolding” (gaizao), both of which
were important in Chinese socialist culture from the 1940s onward. The concept
of the “Chinese nation” theorizes Chinese identity as a historical accumulation of
diverse cultures and groups. “Remolding” describes the retuning of artists’
sensibilities to shed prejudices, especially those against poor and rural
communities.

Dynamic inheritance is a theory of cultural transformation that compels Chinese
dance artists to research existing performance forms while also generating original
interpretations of these forms. It is guided by the premise that cultural traditions
inherently change and that they thus require continual innovation to maintain
relevance to the contemporary world. In a basic sense, dynamic inheritance refers
to the idea that cultural inheritance and individual innovation are mutually
reinforcing processes. In Chinese dance discourse, a common phrase used to
describe dynamic inheritance is “inherit and develop” (jicheng yu fazhan). Apart
from being an abstract way of defining the artist’s goal in a theoretical sense, it
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also implies a specific set of creative methods. Thus, in both theory and practice,
dynamic inheritance is what allows Chinese dance practitioners to take cultural
continuity in new directions. (2018: 6-7)

I propose that the aesthetic forms are the embodiment of Chineseness so that the innovation
and development of Chinese dance, including Chinese classical dance and Chinese ethnic and

folk dance, are explorations of Chineseness.

1.2 Chinese Classical Dance

Chinese classical dance mainly includes three styles, shenyun, Han-Tang and Dunhuang.® All
three styles have the same goal — embodying Chineseness. The difference between the
generations of these styles is their exploring aesthetics based on artistic resources from
different periods of China, the Former Qin (351-394) to Qing dynasty (1636—1912). Chinese
classical dance was extracted from traditional xiqu. ‘Xigqu, China’s pre-eminent indigenous
performance structure, is a highly stylized synthesis of music, speech, dance-acting and
acrobatics. Xiqu is an umbrella term that encompasses several hundred local regional forms as
well as kungu and jingju, forms that achieved national prominence in the Ming and Qing
dynasties respectively’ (Evans 2009: 21). Zheng demonstrates three aspects of the initial

development of Chinese classical dance.

The first was to proceed from the actual needs of creation. For the creation of
classical style dance drama, People’s Cultural Work Troup, working with more
than twenty Beikun’® artists, constructed a Dance Drama Troup. Then, combined
with the dance ensemble of the Central Academy of Drama, Wang Ping, Sun
Tianlu and Fu Zhaoxian assembled a Dance Drama Research Group that
conducted research and practice of Chinese classical dance. Second, Chinese
classical dance has been taught since the beginning of dance exploration, which
includes Wuyun Ban in 1951 and the dance ensemble of Central Academy of
Drama in 1952. Both training courses invited xigu teachers to deliver xigu
techniques of giba, zoubian, giwu (flag dance) and chouwu (silk dance). Third, the
Choe Seung-hui Dance Research Course, hosted by Choe in 1951, helped the
establishment of Chinese classical dance. Choe was a Korean dance artist and had
experience in how to sort out and develop folk dance. Choe, working together with
Chinese xiqu artists, organised three categories of movements, and then developed

8 In addition to these three major styles, there are other explorations of Chinese classical dance including Neo-
Classic Dance Company by Taiwanese scholar Liu Fengxue, and Kun Wu by Ma Jiaqin.
? Beikun is a genre of xiqu based in northern of China, Beijing and Hebei providence.
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dance pedagogies which combined dance movements and folk music together.
(2019b: 304-305)

From Zheng’s research, it is clear how xiqu has contributed to the establishment of Chinese
classical dance. Creating a dance genre was challenging under limited social and economic
conditions in the 1940s. During this time, Korean dance artist Choe had a clear direction of
how to help China construct the genre. ‘Choe explained, creating new dance art would not
mean simply transferring these existing movements onto the stage. Rather, as she had learned
from her past experience, it would require significant reworking—documenting, analyzing,
synthesizing, organizing, systematizing, and creating—to make the movements expressive

enough to stand on their own as dance, without the support of lyrics’ (Wilcox 2018: 69-70).

After one year, the first group of Chinese classical dance students graduated from the Choe
Seung-hui Dance Research Course (in 1952), and they went on to become the first generation
of dance teachers at the Beijing Dance School, which was established in 1954. With Choe’s
help, dance students had the opportunity to learn difference genres of dance and the basic sets
of xigu movements. ‘By training in these movements, she believed, students would gain a
physical fluency in xiqu movement vocabulary, which they could then use to create their own
new Chinese dance choreography’ (Wilcox 2018: 71-72). The significance of Choe’s
contribution to the construction of Chinese classical dance is the methods, so I argue that the
Choe Seung-hui Dance Research Course has impacted the development of Chinese classical

dance for decades.

Along with Choe, there are two other key figures who contributed to the development of
Chinese classical dance. One is Ouyang Yugqgian (1889-1961), the Dean of the Central
Academy of Drama. Ouyang organised the most important courses, the Wuyun Ban and the
Choe Seung-hui Dance Research Course in 1951, and he made the decision to learn from xiqu
and martial arts in the establishment of Chinese classical dance. Ouyang was the first person

proposing the concept of Chinese classical dance (Jiang 2008).

Ye Ning (1919-2017) contributed to Chinese classical dance both in practice and theory from
the 1950s. Her idea of learning from xiqu was the same as Ouyang and Choe. She argued
further that learning deeply from xiqu was necessary, but one needed to spend time exploring

the rules and disciplines of dance. Improving creativity and learning the four main elements of
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xigu—chang (singing), nian (speaking), zuo (moving), da (fighting)—were significant, so that

teachers could create a new form of dance and a training system (Jiang 2008).

Chinese classical dance has been widely debated over the past seven decades. The main
dispute was concerned with which style of shenyun by Li Zhengyi and Tang Mancheng, Han-
Tang by Sun Ying and Dunhuang dance by Gao Jinrong, was best equipped to embody
Chineseness. ‘The inheritance of ancient court dance was “broken”, and no independent dance
form existed in the twentieth century from which dancers could develop a national form.
Dance practitioners seeking to create a Chinese national dance form in the twentieth century
felt they had to choose between two potential sources of indigenous tradition: “living
traditions” such as xiqu, martial arts, and folk dance, or “non-living traditions” such as ancient
funerary statues, literary references, and paintings’ (Wilcox 2012: 222). Professor Tang
Mancheng, one of the creators of shenyun, argued that xigu—which appeared in the Ming
dynasty and became popular in the Qing dynasty—is a visible and tangible resource. It
absorbed cultural ideas and abandoned meaningless art factors to enable specific significance

in its inheritance of the cultural (cited in Zheng 2019c: 365).

Shenyun, or body rhyme in English, is one style of Chinese classical dance embodying
Chineseness through dancing bodies’ yunlii (#)1£) which involves Chinese philosophy and
aesthetics.!? The training system is created based on xigu and ballet in the 1950s. The creators
of shenyun scrutinised the pedagogy from motifs to analyse the law of action: a training
method that ‘initially formed a set of training systems using waist as the axis, including
twisting, tilting, round, curved, internal and external combination, also the genre is unique to
other dance forms’ (Gao 1986, cited in Zheng 2019c: 355). ‘The goal in creating shenyun 1is,
“through the content of shenyun classes, to grasp the unique aesthetic characteristic of our
national tradition (minzu chuantong) to make it manifest concretely in the movement patterns
and principles of the human physique, and to make students, through study, master these
quintessences within national traditional dance™ (Li 2004, cited in Wilcox 2012: 218). Li
Zhengyi explains that shenyun, created from 1954 to 1959, occupies a crucial position in

Chinese classical dance. The first edition of Teaching Method for Chinese Classical Dance

10 Detailed arguments about Shenyun could be found in Jiang, Dong (2008) 4 Research on the Development of
the Chinese Classical Dance, PhD Thesis, Chinese National Academy of Arts; and Wilcox, Emily (2011) The
Dialectics of Virtuosity: Dance in the People’s Republic of China, 1949-2009, PhD Thesis, University of
California, Berkeley.
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was published in 1960. Since then, the pedagogy has spread across dance schools and

universities in China (Li 2007).

Sun Ying, the creator of Han-Tang classical dance, has a different opinion regarding
shenyun’s embodiment of Chineseness. Sun argues that ‘the established program [shenyun] is
flawed because it teaches ballet methods such as pointed feet, barre exercises, and so on,

whereas his does not. “Ballet is Western, not Chinese!”” (Wilcox 2012: 219).

Even beyond its problematic adoption of ballet (which Sun sees as fundamentally
antithetical to the project of promoting Chineseness), the integration approach is
still flawed because it chooses the wrong period of Chinese history on which to
base its aesthetic of Chineseness. Rather than drawing aesthetic inspiration, as the
integration approach does, from the Ming-Qing era (from the fourteenth to the
twentieth century), Sun argues that aesthetic inspiration should be drawn instead
from the earlier Han-Tang era, hence the name of his Han-Tang school. (Wilcox
2012: 220)

Sun claims that it is vital to grasp the styles and forms of classical dance before xigu,
understanding cultural connotations and analysing documentary records (2005). In his
research, Sun has focused on creating dance works imitating postures and gestures based on

literature, statues, images, paintings and poetry from the Han and Tang dynasties.

Dunhuang is another major school of Chinese classical dance, which was created by Gao
Jinrong, who is a graduate of the Choe Seung-hui Dance Research course. In contrast with
shenyun’s aesthetics from xiqu, an art genre from the Qing dynasty and Han-Tang aesthetics
from the Han and Tang dynasties, Dunhuang is based on paintings in the Mogao Caves in

Dunhuang city, Gansu province, China.

When I arrived in Dunhuang in 1979, I started to try to bring Dunhuang murals
into the dance classroom and tried to establish a teaching system for Dunhuang
dance. During the process of establishing the teaching system of Dunhuang dance,
the greatest challenge was the establishment of movements. After consulting and
learning from scholars in Dunhuang study, I found the direction: capturing the
three-in-one combination of X