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Abstract 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The aim of this document is to inform and reflect upon the process that lead 

to the creation of ’Divide by Zero’ by Nina Umniakov, a performance 

presented as part of the completion of the MA Choreography program. 

The form of this document is a reflective and analytic portofolio, in which 

the reader will be guided through the piece, following five stages of the 

performance, with each part broken down to every component integrated in 

it. Each component is then reflected in the perspective of the process. 

This mode of presentation  has been chosen to ease the readability and 

comprehension of the dissertation. As a document presenting a practice 

based research, culminating in the realisation of a live performance, the 

final aim of this essay is also to be a possible lead for anyone involved in a 

similar enquiry. In order to facilitate a practical access to the computer 

programming technique used during the performance, and to promote a 

philosophy of open access software and cultural products, the programming 

code used is attached to this document. This code, provided by Hellicar & 

Lewis, is licensed under a Creative Commons license, free to use for non-

commercial purposes. 

 

I would like to thank my programme leader and tutor Tony Thatcher, as 

well as Marina Collard and  Jonathan Owen Clark for their precious 

feedback and insights. 
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Introduction 
 
This project has been mostly the result of a research around the terms 

'unified body-mind’, starting from the statement that in order to correctly 

represent a dancer’s unconscious through the medium of a projected image, 

the dancer has to attain a state of unification between body and mind. 

I will use hypnotherapy as an entrance for creating a different kind of 

practice of creative collaboration between me and my dancer, as well as a 

new relationship to performance itself. 

This project is a collaboration between the artists collective Hellicar & 

Lewis and me. Their task will be to create projected images that question 

the ambiguity of the self. 

To create a unified experience combining projected images and a real 

person is always a hard task due to the natural separation between the 

physyical body and the projected body.  

During the process, we examined the life and integrity of the images 

produced to trigger a participation of everybody involved creatively in the 

process, and to create some kind of understanding of the images. 

My intention was to create a flow environment, that is hopefully reflected 

in the piece itself. 

I wanted to create a sense of psychological space defined by projection, 

allowing the spectator into a cinematic landscape. 

Locating different kinds of emotions and the physical impact and visual 

interpretation of them was an important part of the process. Our starting 

point was the representation of visceral emotions (emotions that express 

themselves physically) and physical states as manifestations of the 

unconscious. 

These sensations-emotions are experienced through a psychosomatic 

exploration of body-mind, taking the dancer through a journey similar to 

the Jungian process of individuation. In order to achieve that, we had to 
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develop in the dancer the transcendant function, that is the ability to 

dialogue with the unconscious. (By unconscious, I mean self unconscious 

rather than collective unconscious) 

This project is the continuation of my Research and Development project, 

where I used hypnotherapy as a tool to reach the unconscious of the 

dancers, and then used motion capture to record the movements of the 

dancer under hypnosis. 

My intention was to create a new experience for the dancer in terms of  

approach of the process as the final project would be a step forward in my 

work, as these two components (a. The dancer, b. the traces of his 

unconscious) would be reunited in one place and moment, giving an 

experience of unity to the spectator. 

By building a bridge between these two environments, the unconscious and 

the virtual, we intended to show the analogy and the similitude between the 

two “imaginary worlds”. 

Steve Dixon (2007) categorizes the possible different relationships one can 

have with his digital double in the contest of a performance: the double as a 

self-reflective tool, the double as an objectified subject of narcissism, the 

double as an alter-ego, a doppelganger, the double as a manipulated puppet, 

the double as avatar, digital reincarnation of the self, the double as spiritual 

emanation, ghostly presence of the self. 

Starting from considering the double as a spiritual emanation, we were 

trying to form a new concept of the digital double, in which the dancer 

comes close to totally embody its own double. 

From a visual and theoretical point of view, my objective would be to build 

a new kind of relationship with a projected double, where the avatar is 

integrated as a representation of the unconscious of the dancer, and 

therefore is not separated (unfamiliar, as in Freud’s ’uncanny’) to the 

dancers, forming something familiar, belonging to the self, but yet 
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unconscious. With this approach, we have deliberately gone against 

specific prevalent conceptions in digital media: 

 

“The Idea of the body and its double pervades digital performance, 
and relates to the shadow figure of the ‘Doppelganger’, Freudian 
notions of the uncanny and the subconscious Id, and Jacques Lacan’s 
concept of the mirror stage and the corps morcele (the body in 
pieces).  Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage emphasizes the 
misconceived, ’fictitious invention’ of identity and ego. Freud’s 
notion of the uncanny (unheimlich) concerns the emergence of a dark 
self or ‘other’ in the midst of the familiar and normal”  (Dixon p.242) 

 

My idea of the “familiar self unconscious” supposes adopting a point of 

view where the cartesian mind-body split is not valid, and to find other 

ways to express identity. This critical approach was crucial, as our goal was 

to construct a projected image blending itself with the live body of the 

dancer.  

 

In order to distance ourselves from the Cartesian approaches, we started by 

studying and inspiring ourselves with the theories and work of  Carl Gustav 

Jung. Jung offers an alternative for the modern man to reconnect to his 

unconscious by continuing a dialogue with it, and acknowledging the 

symbols with whom it communicates. 

 

This essay will describe in the first place the relationship created between 

the spectator and  the perfomance. Secondly, the piece will be presented 

and reflected upon in terms of process and the different layers composing 

it, through five parts of the performance. 

Finally, the last part will reflect upon the relationship between the 

choreographer and the dancer, followed by a quick note about the mirror 

stage applied to the creative process. 
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The spectator’s relationship with the piece and the performer 
 
 

In terms of the experience of the viewer, I was interested by the idea of a 

shared intimacy between performer and viewer. The performer allows the 

viewer to catch a glimpse of a personal introspective journey. The 

experience becomes almost ritualistic as in shamanistic rituals: the viewer 

is the witness of the experience of the shaman, as the spectator is the 

witness of the dancer’s sensory experience. Furthermore, the experience of 

the dancer is based on an exploratory journey in the unconscious relying on 

live encounter with bodily sensations. Several researches have proved, 

since the discovery of mirror neurons (by Rizzolatti in 1996) that the visual 

stimuli created in the brain by the mirroring of other's bodily movements 

activate somatic reactions in the viewer (at least at a neural level). 

If the dancer is going through a process of somatic recognition of the 

unconscious, we can say that the  dancer then becomes „ a sensory object” 

for the spectator to experience through. 

More than a visual experience, the performance is then a manifestation of  

„Somatesthethic Art”, or art for the bodily sensation, reaching the spectator 

at a visceral-unconscious level. 

The piece then works for the dancer as a psychosomatic exploration, but 

the spectator has a double experience: as a witness of the journey of the 

dancer in the sense of a ritual, and as the recepient of the echoing created in 

their body-mind by the perceptory exploration of the dancer. 

The projection adds an extra layer of information for the spectator: it acts 

as  visual connection between the dancer and the spectator,  and transfers to 

the sense of vision what the dancer encounters in terms of tactile or kinetic 

sensations. It's also a poetic act accomplished to visualize and show the 

hidden dimension of the dancer experience. The dancer is never looking at 

or neither interacting with its own projected image in a direct way, a real 
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interaction is nevertheless always happening during the piece. More than a 

„digital double” (Dixon) the images are extension of the dancer's self, a 

way to make the unconscious of the dancer „visible” in a virtual 

environement, to give readable form to something immaterial, in a 

methaphoric way. This somehow verges on Dixon's argument that  

”doubles that represent spiritual emanations or incarnations of the body 

relate to the notion of ghosts, astral bodies, out-of-body experiences, and 

soul projections” (p.254).  

While relying on the mental reminescence from the spectactor of this 

„collective unconscious imagery” represented by these paranormal or 

science-fiction related  phenomena, and their well known visual 

representations our proposition also contradict it. 

Regarding the way the imagery is „produced” during the show, the 

spectator sees the powerful correlation between the flow of images 

emerging and the body of the dancer, reinforcing the perception that the 

dancer is the creator of these images. The perception of the  spectator 

corresponds to the technical reality of the making of these images. 

The dancer is always in the middle of the projected images which creates, 

on the other hand, the perception that they act as an environment. 

 

This serves the purpose of showing the performer’s ’psychological space’: 

the space that is created by her, which is a visual continuation of her 

psychosomatic exploration,  is also the space in which she is allowed to 

exist on stage. The dancer has to stay in the space limited by the size of the 

projection, and close to the screen in order to be lit. Far from acting as an 

artistic restriction, this technical issue is built into the performance: the 

dancer is creating the projection. Against the flat screen, she appears as the 

only source of light, the source of life in a totally dark space. 

A ’tension of the opposites’ is created by coupling minuscule, almost 
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microscopic movement (eg: shivering, goose pimples), to the full screen 

projection (13x6.3 meters). 

This opposition is not just visual trickery made possible by the strong 

accuracy of the system used, but is also revealing the inner dialectic of the 

piece: that unconscious contents are considerable forces acting within us, 

even if their evidences are frequently very tiny and discreet. 

 

Technical background 

 

The technique used has the advantage of being relatively lightweight and 

non-intrusive (there’s no need to wear a suit). 

We use two infra-red lights lighting the area of interaction situated between 

the background (projection screen) and an  infra-red camera. The camera is 

linked to a laptop running a  custom made software developed by Hellicar 

and Lewis. The laptop is connected to a projector. 

The software is based on a motion tracking system, similarly to EyeCon or 

Eyesweb, combined with an interface for designing the live projection, 

scene by scene. The latency is very short, around 1/10 of second, which 

makes it extremely accurate. 

The program uses OpenFrameworks , an open source C++ toolkit for 

creative coding. Hellicar and Lewis will release the source code with a 

Creative Commons licence, which enables the public to and use and share 

cultural products for non commercial use. The source code is attached to 

this present document, and is free to access and to use. 

As collaborator Joel Gethin Lewis says: „We believe in open source 

ethically and commercially. We believe that we should contribute back to 

the community that enabled us, as well as being certain of the financial 

advantages of remaining open.” 
 



 10 

Autopoiesis 
 

  

 
Note. From "Divide by Zero" Nina Umniakov 2010 Photo by Kristof Deak 
Autopoiesis literally means "auto (self)-creation" (from the Greek: αυτό –

 auto for "self"; and ποίησις –poiesis for "creation or production"), and 

expresses a fundamental dialectic between structure and function. 

(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Autopoiesis ; retrived the 5/09/2010) 

 

This part called Autopoiesis describes the beginning of the performance, 

the first „scene” as well as the account and reflection of the process leading 

to the creation of these first four minutes. 

 

What we see is the dancer and a projected image moving together, the 

projected image growing out of the dancer’s body, then becoming bigger 

than the dancer, up to the point where the entire stage is covered by the 
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projection, dwarfing the dancer in the middle. While growing, the image is 

constantly shapeshifting, changing from smooth, contoured lines to more 

abstract figures. The projection is clearly linked to the dancer, as the dancer 

is visually the origin of it, and the movements of the projection, and the 

shapes it forms are following the dancer. 

 

What we apprehend as spectators is a methaporical projected view of what 

is really happening within the dancer. Starting from a crouching position, 

the dancer slowly gets to standing in one place. While this is happening, 

she is shaking at different intensities and in various parts of her body, 

ranging from very small to more visible jerks. 

She has her eyes closed. She is visibly in a trance like state. At this moment 

the dancer is experiencing a sensory score based on the simple idea of 

goose bumps and shivering. 

She maintains an awareness of the moment by focusing solely on the 

sensation on her skin. 

She moves only when the shiver or her skin is making her muscles contract 

enough to shift her weight. She slowly extends her body like this, following 

the the signals her nervous system is giving her. Starting from a neutral 

state, over the course of four minutes she will gain full awareness of her 

skin, her outer envelope, covering more and more parts of her body. 

She is absorbed in an act of self-creation, constantly evolving and growing. 

„(...) the teaching of Morita and Takeuchi pays great attention to the 
least attended aspects of movement, making use of tics, tremors, 
jerks, facial and bodily distortions,and falling down. Involuntarily  
movements are appreciated as ways to explore human potential_used 
as a key to examine the unconscious mind through reactions and 
movements that are suppressed under cultural social norms. 
In order to elicit an accept autonomous movements, Morita and 
Takeuchi, cultivate proprioceptive sensitivity. Relaxation lies at the 
core of their work,  allowing people to perceive their minds-body  
habits more clearly.”  
Fraleigh & Nakamura, p.124, 2004 
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As developed earlier, our goal was to realize a visual expression of 

unconscious internal dynamics, with the body of the dancer being at the 

same time the generator as well as the receiver of these impulses.  

 

First of all, we had to define what exactly ”unconscious” is. 

During my research, I quickly realized that there is no such thing as 

unconscious, there are only models and theories of unconscious, and in 

terms of general popular knowledge, an occidental consensus inspired by 

Freud's psychoanalytical model (unconscious as „the place” where 

refrained desires and mental constructions exist, with the subject being 

unaware of them) where conscious is opposed to unconscious: 

 

 „Unconscious” is a useful quasi-topographical term for those who 
wish to recapture some of the drama of this process:it designates the 
mental place,the overflowing reservoir within the individual, from 
which the affective states and libidinal motions kindled by works of 
art ultimately derive.”  
Malcom Bowie , Freud and the European unconscious, p.638 in 
Modern Criticism and Theory- A Reader. 

 

However, Freud’s views, strongly disputed, revised and adapted by his 

followers in the 20th and 21st Century, are but one aspect of the „Philosophy 

of Consciousness” of our time. 

Jung offered a model incorporating a ”collective unconscious”, a reservoir 

of inherited, universally common unconscious contents. 

The progresses in neuro-science have changed the way we perceive 

consciousness and the unconscious, (studies of Ramachandran and 

Blakeslee, 1999), and confirmed what somatic practitioners discovered 

empirically from the 1930's. (Alexander, Feldenkrais, Body-Mind 

centering). 

Eventually today, somaesthetics revitalizes the views of the somatic 
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practitioners by integrating them into a philosophy of consciousness. 

Richard Shusterman is the most prominent representative of this current. 

The principles of somaesthetics are also present in the philosophy behind 

Butoh (Toshiharu Kasai). 

 

Where was I situated with regards to the extensive amount of models of the 

unconscious available?  

 

As we progressed in the making of the piece, and in the research attained to 

it, I came to make two personal statements: 

 

Every model available on the scene of the philosophy of consciousness is 

marked by some residues of Cartesian dualism, even the very model that 

founds its dialectic on a criticism of it. 

This impossibility of moving away from this dualism probably has its 

origin in the native language of the authors, all speaking Standard Average 

European languages (S.A.E), characterized by the lack of a single word 

describing a unified Body-Mind. 

This impossibility might also stem from the fact that these philosophies are 

the heritage of occidental system, therefore viscerally attached to a notion 

of truth, be it materialistic or gnostic or existentialistic, the traces of this 

notion are somehow always present.  

 

As for me, my experience showed that there is no such thing as „Truth” 

when it comes to the notion of the unconscious.  

As explained earlier, one of the main aspects of my enquiry was to find 

modes of experience and representations of non-cartesian Body-Mind 

models in the context of a dance performance using interactive projection.  

The experience of an immanent, always existing digital double that reflects 
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the creative uncouscious of the dancer and is revealed by the dancer can be 

achieved only if the double is not a replica of an entity existing within the 

Mind-Body split system. 

As Dixon stresses, the Cartesian approach is so embedded in our culture, 

that even if not totally consciously, we are still using it as a base for 

expressing thoughts about existence. 

 

 “The self was firmly located in the mind although the body 
was not left entirely out of the equation since, as a container, it 
brought about limitations and particularizations on the mind and self. 
This general philosophical principle dominated western thought for 
centuries, although phenomenology and late-twentieth-century 
cultural criticism sought to dispel the mind-body division (“Cartesian 
dualism”) and emphasize a holistic unity of mind-body-self. 
However the Cartesian split is still very much alive and well, and 
celebrating a cultural revival in cyber culture and academic 
discourses on virtual arts, where it is rarely acknowledged as such 
(Cartesianism being deeply unfashionable, but is rather cloaked in 
other postmodern discursive (dis)guises.” 

 

In this context, I had to forge a personnel model of unconscious, based on a 

selective approach within the realm of available models. This model 

constantly changed and evolved during the 4 months of rehearsal and 

research. 

 

Butoh Body 

 

After months of research, some elements of the material seemed to come 

back regularly during the rehearsals. These recurring elements were 

brought to my attention by my tutor Tony Thatcher, who asked me to be 

aware if any recurrent elements will appear, as these elements were 

probably the ones with a deeper relation to the meaning of the enquiry. 

Being unsatisfied by the pick and mix model of the unconscious we 
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established, my focus turned to oriental philosophy and their model of the 

unconscious.  

In Japanese, there is one word for a unified Body-mind, called Mi. Butoh is 

the form of art and movement that embodies at its best the idea of the 

unconscious being present in the dancer while performing. 

 

The term ’Butoh body’ refers to a mental state or a state of consciousness 

when butoh is performed. This state is distinct for the awareness of the 

subject to this state: the butoh dancer engages in a kind of watching or 

noticing the Mind Body for internal purposes. 

 

„We live with our bodies, and perceive the world by keeping the 
eyes of our bodies open” 
(Min Tanaka, Ethan Hofman and Mark Holborn: Butoh, Dance of the 
Dark Soul, New York, Aperture Foundation, 1987) 

 

I decided to follow the model of unified body-mind described by Kazai in 

his papers, as they provide an alternative to the cartesian dualism. Kazai 

lists a series of exercises for enhancing the proprioception in the body-

mind, and helping the dancer in his psychosomatic exploration. These 

exercises are used by Butoh dancers as a preparation to butoh, and are 

inspired by Noguchi gymnastics and Takeuchi lessons. I performed the 

following exercise with my dancer. 

 

Body untying - Shaking an arm: This exercise is performed in pairs. It 

helps by giving the possibility to the lying subject to experience passive 

movement, giving the opportunity to experience what is going on in his 

body-mind while this is happening. This also gives the possibility to feel 

how it is to execute a move without will, as: 

„ In Ankoku Butoh, „something moves, something dances”; it is not 
the individual human being who moves or dances.”  
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Nakajima 1997:7 in Fraleigh and Nakamura (2006) 
 

Each limb is shaken, including the legs and the head. This exercise, 

similarly to the arm standing exercise and the arm relaxation exercise of T. 

Kasai and Takeuchi, gives the passive subject a glimpse in his own faculty 

of muscle relaxation, and help a quicker abandonement of conscious as 

well as unconscious control. T. Kasai notes that people who are not good at 

releasing tension should not try to release it intentionally, as „such 

endeavor unconsciously invites tension, and paying attention to the body 

part is more important than being posessed with the idea of trying to 

relax.” (p.312) 

 

Merleau-Ponty would say that our history becomes "sedimented" in our 

bodily gestures, contained there as latent and unreflected upon even though 

it is meaningful and lived out in the world. To make these meanings 

thematic and subject to reflection is the process of, in a sense, making the 

"unconscious" "conscious"--or making the pre-thematic thematic. (N.d. 

http://mythosandlogos.com/MerleauPonty.html) 

 

This exercise can be considered as a relaxation and mental state deepening 

exercise, and thus a good preparation for performing.  

„The essential thing in dance is that it haunts and clings to your body 
the same way that your lifelong experience has”  
(Ohno Kazuo, in Fraleigh and Nakamura) 

 

The first phase of the rehearsal process was marked by the use of a Jungian 

model of personal unconscious, based on his writings about „Active 

Imagination”. The process of Active Imagination helped to develop what 

Jung calls the ”transcendent function” within the dancer. 

 

In C.G. Jung’s written work on creative imagination, it is explained that a 
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way to work on our  psychological conflicts  is to establish a dialogue 

between conscious and unconscious, that will accompany the individual 

during his whole life. By widening our awereness, we open up to  

unconscious contents manifesting themselves on the treshold of our 

consciousness, the role of which is to „mediate the transcendental 

function”, that is, to maintan an open channel between conscious and 

unconscious.” (Chodorow p.15) 

 

By acting out in a creative way (by drawing, sculpting, writing, dancing 

etc...) the visions or images or dreams we receive from the unconscious, we 

can resolve inner conflicts by giving internal  frictions an outer form to 

interrogate, or reflect upon. 

 

Jung's vision of the unconscious is inspired, even if later moving away 

from them, by Freud’s views: 

1 - consciousness possesses a threshold intensity which its contents 
must have attained, so that any elements that are too weak will 
remain in the unconscious. 
 
2 - consciousness, because of its directed functions, exercises an 
inhibition (which Freud calls censorship) on all incompatible 
material, sinking them into the unconscious as a result. 
 
3 - consciousness constitutes that the momentary process of 
adaptation, whereas the unconscious content is not only the forgotten 
material of the individual's own past, but all the inherited behaviour 
traces constituting the structure of the mind. 
 
4 - the unconscious contains all the fantasy combinations which have 
not yet attained the threshold intensity, but which in the course of 
time and under suitable conditions will enter the light of 
consciousness. 
 
(’The Transcendent Function’ Jung 1916/58) 

 

Jung also argues that the capacity to produce free fantasies or images that 
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can be used for the practice of „active imagination” is one that can be 

developed with time and exercise. 

„The training consists first of all in systematic exercises for eliminating 

critical attention, thus producing a vacuum in consciousness.  (’The 

Transcendent Function’ Jung 1916/58) 

 

Regarding my process, I used hypnotherapy as a way to lessen the critical 

attention, in order to produce the „vacuum in consciousness” Jung defines 

as necessary to attain before attempting a dialogue wih the unconscious. 

 

The choice of hypnotherapy came from my earlier work for the R&D 

module of the MA Choreography course. For this current project, 

hypnotherapy was also a tool for reaching an „altered state of 

consciousness” (Tart, 1969), providing a new way even for somebody used 

to relaxation and visualisation, as for example a dancer can be. Another 

aspect of the hypnothic state I wanted my dancer to discover, was related to 

my own personal experience. It might not be especially relevant to this 

paper but the state revealed itself as extremely pleasant, close to a state 

some have experienced during meditation, or drug induced ’trips’. 

 

Working in collaboration with hypnotherapist Sarah Collier, we established  

a procedure of induction based on the Milton Erickson technique. Starting 

by visualisation based relaxation sessions, the therapist deepened the state 

and lengthened the session until a deep hypnotic state was reached. At this 

point she induced the suggestions discussed beforehand. The suggestions 

were about Body-Mind unity, embodiment, integrating  and transcending 

specific emotions. 

Contrary to the cliche often heard regarding the state of hypnosis, the 

individual is not submissing his free will to the therapist during the 
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induction. Furthermore, the trance state is not something unusual and 

mystical at all, for most of us experience it every day without noticing. The 

personal experience of the state of trance doesn’t feel similar to sleep, but 

the brain waves measured during deep trance state suggests the opposite 

(Deivanayagai, Manivannan, Fernandez, 2007). Accounts describe the state 

(which I can confirm from my own experience) as an extremely relaxed, 

crystal clear awareness, with no boundaries between the self and the world, 

and the non-existence of time. A feeling of universality. 

 

To transcend specific emotions in the body the dancer has to integrate the 

idea of the Body-Mind unity. In a way we can say that during the process 

the dancer not only embodies her own emotions, but learns how to engage 

in a dialogue with the unconscious using the physical impact of these 

emotions. A feedback loop is created between visualisations and 

sensations. 

The muscles, the skin, the sense of gravity through the vestibulary system 

constantly inform  imagination, and vice-versa. 

By mimicking the exploratory conciousness of a newborn, the person 

learns to heal himself. 

It is a self conducted learning process, not a teaching process – it’s creating 

a path while walking on it. 

 

Using these somatic practices was also a way to produce material without 

forcing the body of my dancer to emulate my own body model. An 

individual's (mostly unconscious) self-image, largely the result of 

socialization and education and training, determines how that person 

thinks, feels, and acts throughout life. 
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The feeling of being alienated from one’s own body can occure if the 

concept of an external „perfect body” or „ideal body” is followed during 

for example, dance training. (Hanlon Johnston p.85, 1983). 

 

In order to let go more easily of the standardised images of bodies 

embedded through visual representations of ideal bodies, the dancer had to 

keep the eyes closed. 

 

My dancer was constantly reminded not to set any standards, even 

perceived as personal, of an ideal body, or even further, any visualization 

of body at all. The Jungian process of individuation describes a process of 

psychological integration, having for its goal the development of the 

individual personality: 

 

"In general, it is the process by which individual beings are formed 
and differentiated [from other human beings]; in particular, it is the 
development of the psychological individual as a being distinct from 
the general, collective psychology." 
 
[1]  C.G. Jung. Psychological Types. Collected Works Vol.6., par. 
757  

 

 

 

My dancer had embodied since early childhood a whole range of different 

“ideal body images”, fed to her by the different teachers and 

choreographers she had been working with. 
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For the first time, she was asked not to serve a specific body-esthetic, but to 

be ’herself’, an individual.*   In this case would mean to embrace all parts 

of her personality, as a human as well as a dancer and get closer to what 

Jung calls the Self. Highlighting and integrating unconscious contents 

develops individual personality, and dissociates from the individual from 

the group by bringing in ’self-realization’. 

 

With visual clues completely removed, the dancer had to rely only on the 

observation of other sensorial manifestations, heightened in their effect by 

the deprivation of the visual sense. 

This would help her to maintain full awareness in the movement by staying 

in a „neutral” mindset close to a state of trance. Relying only on inner 

sensations helped the dancer create a new „map of sensations” for her 

body, which slowly replaced the visual self-image she was using previously 

during improvisation. Increasing the awareness of sensations through 

movements lead to activating only the right muscles and inhibiting the rest, 

leading to a new level of proprioception. 

 

This method helped the dancer to focus to the point where she became 

sensitive to even the smallest “hair-splitting” differences in her body. 
 
 
 
 
* The naivety of this statement is deliberate, and induces a reflection around the 
question: What is the self? It reminds me of an audition I once attended for 
choreographer Jan Fabre. At the end he asked us to improvise telling us ”just be 
yourselves”. I stopped immediately to think: how can I be myself in an audition? As 
hard as I try to be genuinely myself, my expectations are guiding me - the unconscious 
desire to fulfil an ideal image of the kind of dancer the choreographer might be looking 
for is so strong that any ’self’ I could present there and then would be, if not a lie, but a 
construction, an artifact, the expression of what Jung calls the Persona. 
J.Fabre continued: “Show me what's best in you.” This contradiction made me realize 
this was exactly that lie, that artifact he was looking for. If you are “yourself”, you 
probably can be  “at your best”, but in no way can you please somebody else. 
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In order to create a „sensory score” for my dancer, we decided to go trough 

a process of mimicking sensations that can be described as primal, in the 

sense that they are some of the first sensations presumably experienced by 

the newborn in the first minutes after birth. I would give her the necessary 

physical stimulus to produce a physical reaction, by applying what 

Alexander and somatic practices called the „informed touch”. 

One example would be the ’shivering exercise’ - I applied gentle strokes on 

her body with my nails, creating shivers, goose bumps. 

This sensory stimulation can  create a link between the sensation and a 

memory of this sensation, buried away in the unconscious. The dancer 

moved after a while, removing her limbs from the impulse coming from 

me. After a while (20 minutes) the dancer was able to recreate the shivers 

and goose pimple by herself, without stimulation provoking it, just by 

evoking the sensation.  

 

That's what T. Kasai calls ”Body-archaeology”, or the act to awaken deep 

buried emotions linked to sensations by recreating the physical reactions of 

the moment when this emotion-sensation was experienced. 

 

Shaking, shivering, breathing, body torsions, face distortions can be used as 

exercises to enter such states of awakening emotions situated below the 

„threshold of consciousness” (Jung). 
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Gravity 
 

   
From "Divide by Zero" Nina Umniakov 2010  
Photo by Kristof Deak 
 

 from Nina Umniakov sketchbook, 2010 
 
In this part, the dancer is seen slowly falling down while staying in the 

same position. 

The accompanying projection is a so called ’slit scan’ of the dancer’s body, 

which is the horizontally striped image resulting from stretching the 

dancer’s vertical image. As the dancer falls and bounces back,  focused on 

the effects of gravity on her body, the horizontal lines follow her 

movements by moving vertically up and down. The lines congregate and 

layer upon each other as the body shrinks and folds, before finally turning 

into a thick layer of darkness when the dancer eventually ends up lying on 
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the floor. 

 

The making of this part involved, as with the entire project, the use of 

somatic practices to interrogate and reflect upon the physical impact of 

emotions on the body. The specific topic of falling and gravity is 

particulary well documented. The reason of the extensive coverage, beyond 

the universality of this experience, is clearly linked to the pioneering works 

on Somatics practices realized during the 20th century, in particular those 

of Moshe Feldenkrais and F. Matthias Alexander. 

 

The work of these two practicioners were highly relevant regarding my 

enquiry, because by linking mental awareness to bodily sensation, they 

draw a model of the unconscious that gives an alternative to psychoanalytic 

schemes. Furthermore, their views can be understood only within the idea 

of a unified body-mind, and these views clearly render Carthesian Dualism 

obsolete. 

Progress in neuro science has confirmed their findings, and opened the 

gateway to Somaesthetics, today’s answer to the issue of Body-Mind. 

 

In his seminal essay ’Body and Mature Behaviour’ (1949) Feldenkrais 

describes the parallel between the development of the human gravity 

sensory function (internal ear) forged through evolution in order to avoid 

unnecessary falling, and the development of the nervous system. 

His conclusion is the product of his observations of babies, and his studies 

of the pattern of neural development. 

 

Feldenkrais tells us that the only inborn fear is that of falling or „the Falling 

instinct” which causes a baby to contract and cry when exposed to free fall. 

(Moro reflex described in the body pattern of anxiety, p.120). Emotions, he 
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claims are merely a byproduct of the brain reaction to the activity of the 

nervous system triggered by the sensory reaction of skin, muscles and 

joints. (p.110-112) 

He further describes the developmental pattern of emotions as follows: the 

VIII cranial nerve „learns” falling, through the signal transmitted from the 

internal ear. The same nerve is the one reacting to sudden loud noises, the 

second observable reaction of fear in newborns. From there, he concludes 

that every emotion is a replica (in terms of neural pattern considered as 

learning) of the primary emotion, fear, and its by-product, anxiety. He 

argues that there is no sensation without motion, and his views are 

confirmed by the fact that the VIII cranial nerve is a mixed nerve, used for 

auditory sensations as well as motion-related balance (vestibular) 

sensations. 

 

„In fact, the term ’sensation’ is meaningless without a primitive sensory 

motor connection, association, or memory.” he refines.  (p.112.) 

 

This fact is confirmed by Hanna (2004) when he describes „the sensory and 

motor functions being two sides of the same coin” (p.7) 

His description of how the sensory-motor nervous system functions as „a 

feedback system” is particularly interesting from a choreographical 

perspective, as it describes a process similar to what is empirically 

described by dancers during improvisation sessions focused on awareness 

of movement. „The sensory nerve „feeds back” information to the motor 

nerves, whose response „loops back” with movement along the motor 

nerves” he precises. Naturally, these processes are too fast for human 

consciousness to grasp, but the biological truth of this scheme is 

undeniable, and it can serve as a base of work for a choreographer, as it did 

for me. 
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Alexander, cited in Maisel's compilation of his writings, The Alexander 

Technique (1969) has described the importance of relaxing the neck 

muscles in order to attain a healthy and aligned spine and body awereness. 

His model of the body is also one considering learning as the main issue 

regarding body motion and alignement patterns. More specifcally, his focus 

is on the inhibition of bad habits. (Shusterman in R. Shusterman, 

“The Somatic Turn” in Performing Live , p.165)( 2000) 

 

Reflection on the process 

 

We took one entire week dedicated to possibilities relying in the  relaxation 

of the neck, specifically around  the atlas-axis vertabrae (C1-C2) observing 

the difference in spinal alignment and awareness of bodily sensations. 

 

We also looked at the dynamic possibilities induced  just by simply letting 

the head go,  following the spine in a gravitational movement. During a 

conversation with Ruth Gibson (founder of Igloo), she described a similar 

exercise in Skinner release technique: the practitioner holds the dancer’s 

head, then while still holding it, suddenly lets go of it, changing the 

sensations in spinal alignement. She recalls getting strong emotional 

reactions from the participants of this exercise. 

We did an exercise where I was holding the head of the dancer, without 

lifting or changing the inclination, then let go, observe the instinctive 

recovery from a falling reaction then learn how to trust the body in falling 

with the gravitational enrgy conducted trough the spine. 

At this point of the process, we had to look at ourselves in terms of what 

Alexander calls ”habits” and learn how to inhibit them.  
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Trust in the body. Overcoming habits, achieving something through 

relaxing. 

To overcome the fear of falling, we had to overcome the muscular habit of 

tensing the head at the moment of falling, and deporting it in another 

direction It resulted in a new, fear free relationship with the floor for the 

dancer. 
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Antagonistic forces and frustration  
 
 

 
 
  

 
Note. From "Divide by Zero" Nina Umniakov 2010 Photo by Kristof Deak 
 
This part is the result of improvisation based on playing with antagonistic 

forces.  

The starting point was to tune the focus of the dancer on 

two opposite forces, trying to express themselves at the same time in the 

body. If for example the dancer feels the need to say or express something 
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with her body, while at the same time being physically restrained to 

actually perform this act, it will result in a friction.The forces in presence 

being equal, this friction produces energy, heat, a heightened agitation in 

the dancer. Moments of short halt let an apparent resolution of the 

„conflict” appear, but these are just the illusions produced by the 

colliding momentums of the two forces meeting. The resolution of the 

friction somehow appears to be a breakthrough happening in a third state or 

place, different from the area of opposition, conducted by a sudden spasm 

or jerk, as if the accumulated tension tried to escape the body through a 

different pathway. 

Toshiharu Kasai argues that these two antagonistic forces colliding are 

forming ”one common dimension on which they locate themselves” (p.33). 

This reinforces the idea that the butohist body can contain any 

contradictions, as if the idea of an embodied whole Body-

Mind develops the sensory capacity as well as the mental openness to 

experience moments that can be considered at the limit of sanity. This is 

what Kitaro Nishida calls the „self identification of absolute 

contradiction” in his Zen philosophical essay study of goodness (1911) 

 

The zone of tension in the body of the dancer was situated around her 

navel, every arm, torso and head movement emerging from an inner torsion 

that kept sabotaging any attempt to move away from it. When verbalizing 

the experience, the dancer spoke of the feeling being „frustration”, a kind 

of sensory, bodily frustration. We were happy to discover another sensation 

that can also be defined as an emotion. 

 

Visually, this part was marked by the theme of duality. The dancer is 

confined in a vertical corridor. Any attempt to move out of the corridor is 

impossible, as the corridor is following the dancer, wherever she is going. 
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In addition to that, the walls of the corridor are reacting to her movement 

by moving away and bouncing back as she is absorbed by her inner battle 

with the contradictory forces of frustration. The dual nature of the corridor 

is reinforced by the fact that it switches in appearance, from a corridor of 

light surrounded by walls of darkness, it’s suddenly turning into a corridor 

of darkness surrounded by walls of light. 

This stage has a strong symbolical resonance - the image of the corridor as 

a representation of a transition a passage from a mental „place” to another. 

 

„During the 1960s and 1970s, Nauman created various claustrophobic and 

enclosed spaces that were designed to disorientate his audiences. In this 

installation, a long corridor is shrouded in darkness, whilst two rooms on 

either side are illuminated by bulbs that are timed to flash at different rates. 

The particular length and width of the corridor, together with the intensity 

of the intermittent lights, function to direct our movements as we traverse 

the space. No longer simply passive spectators, Nauman transforms us into 

active participants who are nevertheless controlled and manipulated by his 

reconstruction of the gallery’s layout.”   

 
(n.d.)http://www.tate.org.uk/servlet/ViewWork?cgroupid=999999961&wor

kid=95901&searchid=9752  
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A fragmented  mirror 
 

 

 
Note. From "Divide by Zero" Nina Umniakov 2010 Photos by Kristof Deak 
 
This moment of the piece corresponds to a different kind of self-

exploration of the body-mind, conducted through several fragmentations of 

bodily sensation. These exercises reflect upon a Lacanian pespective of 

early consciousness, the mirror stage. 

 

In this part, there is no projection. The scene is situated side to midstage, 
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outside the interactive system. It's pitch black except for a ”shower” of light 

above the dancer, drawing a circle around her. She stays in that light until 

the end of the scene, when she steps out of it. Once again, the lit space 

represents the psychological space of the dancer. 

 

Furthermore, this the first moment of the piece when the dancer opens her 

eyes, and also the first and only moment when she is not at the very back of 

the theater stage. Everything about this part reflects a different mode of 

perception, and the spectators also prehend the dancer in a different way. 

This moment is like an aside, a self orientated transition in the 

performance. 

 

In terms of the making of this part, I wanted the dancer to go through a 

process of separation, as in Jung's process of individuation. In order to 

define himself, at first the individual has to separate himself from his peers. 

In our case, I wanted the dancer to separate from herself, by shattering her 

body into many pieces, and restraining her sensitory experience to one part 

a a time, organizing a re-mapping of her sensations. 

 

In Lacan's mirror stage, the baby discovers his whole image for the first 

time in a reflective surface, which in the first place causes a jubilation due 

to the misassumpted  identification with this image as being him. This 

causes the baby to conduct a first attempt of projection of an „I” on this 

image. 

 

This discovery is followed by the bitter experience of the incomplete bodily 

control of the baby body, who carries within himself the future possibility 

of mastery of this body. But this first experience creates a fissure between 

the experienced self and the projected self, resulting in a fragmented self 
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image, which will eventually constitue the ego. This experience also 

creates aggression towards this uncomplete self. (Archard 1984 p.66) 

 

For this part, we mapped the body of the dancer, bringing our attention to 

one specific body part, or articulation for a day or two. Starting from the 

head, progressing downwards. We added a sensation to the body part: eg. 

frog in the throat, then I asked the dancer to create an essential, short 

improv with the words ’to have a frog in the throat’, then to isolate the 

sensation created let in the body, to see what kind of other, unconscious 

movement this enquiry could  create. 

The next part were the ribs, the rib cage, the diaphragm , the difficulty to 

breathe or the sensation that somebody is holding your ribs. We took one 

afternoon while I was holding my dancer’s ribs, for her to feel the visceral 

need to move away from it, or to struggle for more space. 

Torsions. This next step is inspired by T.Kasai’s exercice of twisting body 

parts, as integrated in his preparation for Butoh performance described in 

his paper A Butoh Dance Method for Psychosomatic Exploration. 

Distortion of body parts induced by twisting, creating chain reactions of 

distortion in the body. 

An other element coming from this butoh training is the use of repetition, 

in our case the repetition of an arm throwing movement. 

Kasai describes that „ while doing  a fixed pattern of movement repeatedly, 

if the iniative shifts down from consciousness to the subconsciousness, then 

unexpected cahnges will occur in the movement […] this process leads you 

to an unknown, or at least unplanned provinceof mind-body.” 

in the next step, the dancer forges her separated experiences of body parts 

in one, leading to a proprioceptive „feast of the senses” referred to by her 

as „feeling like an animal”. 
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Your body is the universe 
 

 
Note. From "Divide by Zero" Nina Umniakov 2010 Photo by Kristof Deak 
 

„The body is already the universe” 
Ohno Kazuo with Dopfer and Tangerding (in conversation) 1994,  
cited in Fraleigh et al. 2004 

 
The last part of the performance is the expression of the process of 

intregation, which is the final step in the jungian process of individuation, 

after the separation experienced in the previous part. 

The dancer integrates all the elements experienced previously during the 

piece, in a free improvisation based on the idea of the Life Circle. 

Kasai says: „ Life and death are not two different things. They will appear 

as one if the dancer realizes the origin of the movement itself” (p.352) 

 

The dancer is not visible anymore, only a projected image of an ethereal 

body. She finally experiences the unification of mind-body in a sense of the 

experience of an „oceanic sentiment”. The boundaries of the ego disappear 

as she moves freely, blending in completely with her mental  environement. 

This experience can be compared to the one described by Dr Jill Bolt, what 

she calls „a Stroke of Insight”.  
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Jill Bolt  is a neuroscientist who became famous after a TED talk. During 

this talk, she shared her very personal account of her experience of 

„Oceanic feeling” during a stroke she experienced. She explained what 

happened during her stroke from a scientific point of view as well as a 

personal point of view. In her speech, very moving parts with her 

describing the loss of self  (due to her left brain hemisphere not working 

properly anymore, therefore totally losing the consciousness control) 

alternate with scientific recognition of what was happening to her at the 

same moment (her left brain hemisphere working again)  

 

It is the feeling of being part of something infinite and bigger than the self 

that also inspired the title of the piece. To ’Divide by Zero’, is by definition 

an impossible mathematic operation in algebra, but is theoritically possible 

in some fields of mathematics. Some people argue that the result of this 

operation would be the infinite. On the other hand, Divide by Zero is an 

insider computer programming mathematics joke, synonymous with 

bringing a computer system to a freeze halt. 

Divide by Zero is for us the means to attend infinity through a computer, a 

metaphore for our performance, in which a machine is the means by which 

a human will reach the sentiment of  universality. The solitude of the 

dancer on stage finds a meaning, as Kasai explains: „ the deep solitude is 

necessary to  perceive the undeniable fact that each person is connected in 

the deep layer of the mind, soul, spirit, body, etc. this is not a religious 

statement or a belief, but an ordinary experience realized by the solitary 

dancer”. 
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The dancer’s relationship with the piece and the 
choreographer 
 

 

My desire was to construct the piece for and with my dancers. The decision 

to realize a solo came from the intention of a more focused attention on one 

person, and the wish for a better  comprehension of the inner dynamic 

going on between all the strands of the performance. As a matter of fact, 

the new technology used for the performance represented a big challenge 

enough in terms of understanding and realization. In spite of this piece 

taking the form of a solo, four collaborators were working with me on its 

making, not including the dancer. Beside this, my intention to highlight  the 

process of individuation was better served by first focusing on a single 

person. As a reference, I had ’Veronique Doisneau’ in mind. (Bel 2004). 

It’s focus on one individual and shared intimacy with the spectator is 

impressive. 

My general opinion about dancers is that they are exceptional creatures, 

doted with the ability to transcript the embodied idea of a living 

consciousness. This is why I chose to work with Catarina Carvalho. Having 

seen her dance, she was the recipient and distributor of an incredible 

amount of scenic presence while on stage. For years now, she has been 

mainly working for the same choreographer using a very codified 

choreographic language, in a very demanding way for her body. I knew 

that the kind of work I will conduct with her will be probably challenging 

for her on a different, more personal level than what she was used to. Her 

curiosity and openess regarding the  topic, the fact that she was willing to 

explore unknown  territories for her was the final reason to work with her. 

 

The process hasn't been always easy, and I made a few mistakes that later 

revealed themselves as necessary for the process in terms of reflection and 
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analysis. 

It turned out that my dancer has a kind of secretive personality. She can't be 

described as impermeable, but I will say that as years passed she has learnt 

to build tall walls around her inner fortress, in a way that its contents are 

very difficult to access even for her. In addition, she has been a dancer all 

her life, from early childhood straight into professional life. Being ’a 

dancer’ is part of her personality. As a practicing professional, she has been 

very engaged towards the choreographer (me) and the project, and has a 

facility to communicate as ’a dancer’. 

 

However, there have been difficulties when she was asked to be ’herself’ 

(see note in section ’Autopoiesis’ about the contradiction occuring when a 

dancer is asked to be him/herself). 

In jungian terms, the challenge for me was to find a way to guide her to the 

Transcendant Function, without ’stepping on the big toe’ of her Persona. 

First of all, to dedramatize the ’holiness’ of the rehearsals, I told her that if 

she wished to, she could be tired, moody, un-professional during the 

rehearsals. 

 

In terms of verbalization, opening up to somebody is not something always 

natural for anyone, and in any case it's forbidden to rush it, force it. To a 

specific level of intimacy corresponds a specifc level of trust and openess 

in communication, and I had to always adapt myself to the actual level we 

were at. My mistake was to rely too much on verbalization in the first part 

of the process. I was influenced by my previous experience in the R&D 

module (Brainchild, Umniakov 2010), where an important part of the 

process was the verbalization of dreams, memories, fantasies, and their 

retranscription onto the body. But this time the dancer was silent on these 

topics, apparently insensitive to the repetitive allusions I was giving her. I 
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decided to wait until she would ’open up’ more. The core of my mistake 

was my inability to recognize that Catarina was already  communicating 

with me on a very personal and intimate level, not on the cognitive-verbal 

level, but a on a more physical-visceral level. During all the somatic 

explorations and exercises we were doing on falling, she experienced  

incredible, visible and tangible changes in her body, that filled us with 

jubilation. She has learned to stop the will of controlling her body, resulting 

in a new, fearless relationship with the floor. She has learned to trust her 

body to take decisions for her, beating decade long habits. Her point of 

gravity descended closer to the floor, her rib cage opened up and accessed a 

new flexibilty, resulting in a loosened, released back. 

 

In short, as long as we were in pure somatic research, we experienced flow. 

The problem was that my Persona, the ’choreographer’, worried about 

producing material for a show. It resulted in two weeks which were, while 

very succesful on the somatic side, quite irrevelant on the choreographic 

side, as we produced a lot of material (based on the verbalization of 

emotions in the body) that later revealed itself to be not relevant, and was 

thrown away.  

 

This crisis taught me an essential lesson about my practice: that every 

person opens up differently and personal contents don't have to be 

verbalized in the first place to be authentic; and to be more receptive about 

the multitude of ways a person can give something personal. Part of my 

work is to recognize as early as possible what is the way to each individual 

while trying to find a way to start his own individuation process. 

The other warning is about me and my process of individuation: I'm not a 

’Choreographer’ in the usual sense of the term, my true goal is not to 

produce ’material’ for a ’dance performance’. 
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In this setup, where there is no ’choreography’ in the classical sense of the 

term, the role of the ’choreographer’ is more of a facilitator of experience. 

Although the term seems exaggerated to me, I took somehow the place of a 

helper in a therapeutic way in a sense that I was holding a mirror to the 

dancer in the moment she needed to see herself from an external reflective 

point of view.  

I was guiding her, by proposing a sensory score based on our own 

experience gained during the research, by giving her tools for relaxing and 

accessing her subconscious. 

  Going through every experience she was going through, as much as 

possible, and testing physically what she was experiencing was also a sine 

qua non condition for installing trust between us. Organizing the conditions 

for the dancer to reach this focused, trance like state she needed in order to 

listen to her unconscious is paramount. By the middle of the process,  I set 

up a specific ’warming up’ scheme,  composed of the ’body untying 

relaxation’ from T. Kasai, and energy circulating Tai-Chi exercises. This 

very intimate state is really the only condition necessary to achieve a 

presence in the moment. 
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The implication of the mirror stage in the 
creative process 
 
A personal reflection on the whole creative process of 
’Divide by Zero’ 
 
Looking back at the four months of research spent with my dancer and my 

collaborators it strikes me that something about my relationship with the 

dancer reminded me of the Lacanian mirror stage. 

It might be possible, and the idea is worth of further examination, that this 

piece was for me a projection of my own mirror stage.  

In this case, the dancer represents my reflected image, that I misrecognized 

as mine. I then identified myself with this image, and experienced the lack 

of control over it, resulting in a fragmented image of the self, and 

incomplete experience of the ’I’. 

 

That would explain the very idea of literally ’projecting’ images on the 

dancer to fill the gaps I experienced. 

That would also explain the alternated state of ’Jubilation’ or ’Agression’ 

that I sometimes felt towards ’my’ dancer. 

 

In a broader perspective, this idea of the mirror stage applied to the creative 

process induces a reflection regarding  my inner motivations as an artist. 

Is it possible that my core motivation to choreograph is an attempt to 

resolve the problem of the identified uncomplete self-image reflected by 

the dancers I am working with? 
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Conclusion 
 

This period of research opened me up towards a somaesthetic approach of 

dance and movement. 

The way Butoh practitioners consider the body-mind relationship, is in my 

opinion the most adapted way to an art form where the self realization of 

the dancer is the condition to the self realisation of the spectator. A non-

objectified model of the self on stage has proved itself to be strong enough 

by it's simplicity and universality. This model gives the dancer or 

performer further responsibilities regarding his relationship to the 

choreographer. 

To step on the process of individuation through somatic exploration 

requires the maturity to stop considering the choreographer as „the one who 

knows”. 

The choreographer is The Other. A reflective surface the dancer can use 

during the sometime difficult progress of maturation.  

 

About the digital media, the assumption that the unconscious process can 

be represented through  the use of live digital projection proved itself true. 

However, these unconscious traces can be read and enjoyed only from an 

external point of view, the one of the spectator. One of the big challenges 

of the future will be to make these traces appreciable and maybe interactive 

for the person going through the somatic explorations without changing the 

non-objectified state of performance. Adapting the ’method’ I used with 

one dancer to individuals inside groups of people will also be part of the 

next step. The question of the plasticity versus simplicity of the projected 

images is something I hadn't the opportunity to develop broadly in this 

essay, but it’s definitely worth further exploration.  

However, the different visual aspects of the performance were developed 

according to the somatic aspects of each specific part (explained in Part 2 
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of this essay). This fact reinforces that communication between 

unconscious and virtual territories are possible. The question now is how 

can we make them as direct as possible. 

 

 

Nina Umniakov, 2010 
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