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We had thought to control the world around us by assigning it a

meaning, and the entire art of the novel, in particular, seemed
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dedicated to this enterprise. But this was an illusory simplification,

since because of it, the world has only, little by little, lost all its life.”
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My intention is to found a school ... where I should not teach the
children to imitate my movements, but to make their own. | shall
not force them to study certain definite movement, | shall help
them to develop those movements which are natural to them. ..The
dancer of the future will be one whose body and soul will have
grown so harmoniously together that the natural language of that
soul will have become the movement of the body. She [The dancer]
will dance not in the form of a nymph, nor fairy, nor coquette but

in the form of a woman in its greatest and purest expression®®.

MIAIRAY 7720 13T ONWIYI A2 03 NRLANAY JWIA DMK 70°0N ANNNT IPIT ATOR
T RIT 2197 M2 O1A DY AV AW L7020 ,20WIRY ODIR-10MT AT 7277 DN 027 27 R
7122772 03 NPATOR 2°I1D KW 2P L2190 AIXND W NP O3 0D MYA? D120 1INT DaR 1m

NPDANRTNDT AT PR W NI 727 7902 DWHAND T T0°ON N0 DR 79K W 0D

Life into Art, ed. D. uncan, C. Pratl and C. splatt. New-York: W.W.Norton & Company. 1993. p.49. %
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No to spectacle, no to virtuosity...no to make believe, no to the heroic,
no to the anti heroic, no to trash imagery, no to seduction of spectator by

the wiles of the performer, no to eccentricity...%
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Raindrops on roses and whiskers on Kittens
Bright copper kettles and warm woolen mittens
Brown paper packages tied up with strings

These are a few of my favorite things

Cream-colored ponies and crisp apple strudels
Doorbells and sleigh bells and schnitzel with noodles
Wild geese that fly with the moon on their wings

These are a few of my favorite things

Girls in white dresses with blue satin sashes
Snowflakes that stay on my nose and eyelashes
Silver white winters that melt into springs

These are a few of my favorite things

When the dog bites

When the bee stings

When I'm feeling sad

| simply remember my favorite things
And then | don't feel so bad
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Summary — MA Thesis:

Mental habits in Contemporary Dance

Contemplations on the Work of Yasmeen Goder

This thesis studies the dancer’s body language in contemporary dance, and the
contents that the body transmits through this artistic medium. In dance, the body is
loaded with meanings represented on stage; this work examines from where the body
receives its significance while being a part of the contemporary dance piece. In order
to do so, this work will analyze scenes from dance pieces by Yasmeen Godder, an
Israeli choreographer.

The hypothesis of this research is that the moving body in dance materializes the
nature of human soul. The motivation for the work originated in the desire to
investigate the soul’s behavioral modes. Dance serves as the platform for this

investigation.

At the base of the work is the assumption that the dancing body, as the quotidian
human body, is a psychophysical entity. The concept “body” -as referred to here-
binds the concepts mind & matter, and does not express only the physical aspects but
the joining of the physical and the mental qualities. The dichotomy between the
concepts of body and soul is applied for the sake of convenience, whereas the thesis
will attempt to show that these two concepts are part of a single wholeness. The thesis
argues that it is difficult to distinguish between the physical and the mental elements

in the human body as expressed in the work of Yasmeen Godder.

The research’s subject

The research argues that in Godder’s pieces the dancing body speaks through
movement uttering the soul’s structure. Godder explores the body’s materialism and
texture, and her approach to the body is as to an instrument that changes qualities; the
qualities change according to the unique vibrations of the soul within every body.
Godder examines how the physical texture is influenced due to the mental occurrence
that sizzles within the body.
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The dance Sudden Birds (2003), for instance, is built up from the movement of
four women in changing choreographic structures. Their movement stems from their
moods. The body moves according to the movement pattern of the soul within itself.
The facial expressions are an important element in this type of dance, because they
express the mental conduct. In fact, each organ in their bodies is like the facial
features: expressing what occurs inside. Movements are not a morphological
representation of the body, but the reflection of its connection with the soul. Similarly,
in the piece I’m mean I am (2006), Godder deals with malevolence and pain and
shows shades of feelings in the context of these two ingredients in human soul. The
exposure of malevolence and of pain is done through movements that spring up from

the dancer’s authentic emotions.

The thesis assumes that in contemporary dance the performers express -through
their bodies behavioral habits of the human soul/mind. In order to examine these
behavioral habits, the thesis relies in Zen—Buddhist's doctrine investigating the

structure of the mind, and the manner in which it meets reality.

The meaning of the concept samskara in Buddhism is the mental conditioning or
tendency and it describes the dynamic of the formation of mental pattern, tendencies
and habits!'” of the human soul or mind. Craving or fears are examples of these

mental tendencies, meaning permanent behavioral patterns of the human soul.

Yasmeen Godder is a choreographer from the contemporary dance stream, and in
her work she explores such mental behavioral patterns. The bodies in motion in her
work are aggressive, tired, yearning, enthusiastic, sore, defensive or offensive and
their behavior is the core of the piece. The movements of the body express emotions
and impulses, and reveal parts from the complex mechanism of the human soul. This
thesis utilizes Buddhist concepts in order to explore expressions of such “mental

habits” in Godder’s work.

117 peled, A. Psychoanalysis and Buddhism, Tel Aviv: Riesling, page 38. 2005
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Zen Buddhism and dance

Dance as art is analyzed here according to several fundaments taken from the
oriental Zen doctrine. The implementation of Zen Buddhist principles (a
consciousness doctrine and a way of life) on dance (an art form) leans on several lines
common to both of them. Firstly, the analogy is feasible because both art and Zen
Buddhism are ways to contemplate reality. The diverse forms of art and the Buddhist
consciousness doctrine investigate the manner in which the human mind meets

existence.

Secondly, from the historic point of view Zen Buddhism had a direct influence on
the development of Post Modern dance in the USA, during the sixties. This genre
placed the infrastructure for the genre of contemporary dance discussed henceforth.
The choreographer Merce Cunningham, ascribed to this stream, cooperated with the
composer John Cage, identified as one of the most influential composers in the
‘entrance’ of Zen Buddhism into the artistic practice in Occident. After studying with
the Zen Master D.T. Suzuki, Cage implemented in his work the fundamentals of the
Zen philosophy. Different artists in post modern and contemporary dance were

influenced by Cage and Cunningham, and some of them studied directly with them.

An additional connecting line between the Buddhist doctrine and the dance art form
is that both rely on daily practice and on physical-mental training. The Zen doctrine
does not formulate a theory about reality but constitutes reality through diverse types
of training. A Zen student does not formulate insights about his nature but acquires
practical tools in order to observe the above mentioned nature. Meditation is such a
practice; meditation in Buddhism is to be present in a given moment and in the
psycho-physical state that occurs in one moment and changes in the next one. The
same happens in dance. Dance itself is practice and performance. The nature of dance
is based on the body in motion. The art of dance exists only at the moment in which is
practiced. In dance, as in Zen Buddhism, practice has precedence over the intellectual

experience.
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Yasmeen Godder

Yasmeen Godder was born in Jerusalem and grew up in New York, where she
studied at the Tisch School of the Arts at New York University. Her first work was
Aleena’s Dance, created for the festival “The Shades of Dance”, 1999. After that she
composed Tagidi Shalom Yaffe for the events “Raising the Curtain/ International
Exposure 1999" in the Suzan Dalal Center and several other pieces. Godder was
elected as the house-artist of the Movement Research Association for 1999-2000, and
was awarded with a grant for the choreography of the New York Foundation for the
Arts, 2000.

The pieces to be examined in this paper are: Hall (2001), Sudden Birds (2002),
Two Playful Pink (2003), Starwberry Cream and Gunpowder (2004) and I'm
Mean, | Am (2006). Godder has won several awards, both in Israel and overseas,

and her work is represented on different stages in Western Europe, Russia and Japan.

Yasmeen Godder belongs to the Contemporary Dance Movement. The term
“contemporary dance” as represented here, describes a stream that currently exists in
dance and which stemmed from two main origins: one of them is American post
modern dance, which starting point was in the sixties and seventies in the USA, the
other is the Tanztheater (dance theatre) founded in the mid-seventies by Pina Bausch
in Germany. Bausch is the offspring of the Austruckstanz (dance of expression),
which developed in Germany in the beginning of the former century, and is also one

of the inspirations for contemporary dance.

In Yasmeen Godder’s dance, the body represents itself as an object for observation
and at the same time also personifies itself. In this type of dance, differently from

previous genres, the body is both sign and signified, representative and represented.

Godder’s dances deal with the question of the body’s self definition. The body that
moves on stage uncovers itself, dismantles and assembles itself and is the subject of
her pieces. There is no significance beyond the facial expressions, the sharp
movements and the relationship devised among the moving bodies. The work will
examine this body and its parts with a magnifying glass, as they decomposed on stage.

That body reveals on stage it's reality as it is.
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The aim of this thesis is to show that the exposure of reality, as it is, is the essence
in Godder’s work; hence the similarity between the choreographer’s thought and Zen

philosophy.

The structure of the research

The first chapter deals with the unitary thought that characterizes Godder’s work. A

basic Zen Buddhist principle proposes abstention from dualistic, discerning, thinking.
Zen revolts against the framing of the world and against deviding human experience
into the dichotomies body/mind, subject/object, good/bad, beautiful/ugly. These
dichotomies do not exist in reality unless is just a conceptual way to refer to things. In
this chapter the fundamentals of the unitary view in Zen Buddhism will be introduced,
in order to adopt this view also in the subsequent chapters, during the analysis of
Godder’s work. Godder has created a unification between the concepts
subjective/objective as well as body/mind analogous to the unitary thought in Zen
Buddhism. The role of the first chapter is to reveal the speculum through which this

work observes the dance pieces in the following chapters

Zen Buddhism seeks to contemplate, alertly, the reality as it is. The second chapter

will scrutinize the implementation of the concept “reality as it is” in dance. The work
compares between Buddhist contemplation of reality and the aspiration of
contemporary dance: to expose the ‘real’ nature of the psychophysical entity through
the body in movement, instead of representing through the body morphological ideals,
or others. The chapter will compare between the exposure of the “real” in Yasmeen
Godder’s contemporary dance stage and the demand of Zen Buddhism: to abstain

from fantasies, illusions and ideals and to develop alertness to true reality.

The third chapter will examine the character of this reality in dance. The “true”

reality in dance is the quotidian reality. In the manner that Godder treats the body, she
will prefer the simple over the sublime, the primordial over the processed, and will
investigate thoroughly the non-splendorous, daily reality. The chapter finds a
similarity between Godder’s view of the quotidian and Zen Buddhism’s view. Zen
Buddhism is interested in the daily life. In Zen Buddhism. the monks are engaged in

the monastery’s routine work, cultivating the land from which they get most of their
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food, and sitting during several hours a day, complacently and silently. Also in
contemporary dance, as a descendant of post modernism in art, the quotidian is
situated on stage. In post modernism the simple habit becomes heroic; daily gestures
of the body are expropriated from reality and are intimately explored on stage. The
research shows that there is a similarity between the view of contemporary dance and
the view of Zen Buddhism, which seeks to contemplate the “regular” and the

“quotidian”.

The daily arena, therefore, is the arena in which the characters act in Godder’s work.
The bodies in movement express daily habits from their life’s’ reality. The fourth
chapter examines thoroughly one aspect of these habits. One of the aspects of the
mind is the pain and the yearning to ease it. The chapter identifies this mental pattern
as dominant in Godder’s work. In daily reality, represented on stage as it is and
without embellishing it, the suffering of the characters is as conspicuous as their
continuous attempt to be freed from it. In order to analyze the feelings embodied on
stage, was used Buddhism that localizes discontent - suffering, disease - as a basic
mental habit of human soul. In Buddhism, contemplation of reality as it is has a
healing role. Buddha’s first instruction was to be aware of pain, to become acquainted
with the reality of suffering, because awareness is the first step towards liberation.
The research found that the same happens in Godder’s work: in spite of the pain
revealed, the exposure itself might help to contain the pain, and perhaps to ease it a
little.

This thesis is offering research tools for the analysis of contemporary dance that

stem from the principles of Oriental Zen Buddhism, which can hopefully be applied to

a more comprehensive analysis of contemporary dance.
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