
ACTION

When we act, we do something to the world outside of us. 
Actions can be intentional and purposeful, or they can be 
involuntary and automatic. In either case, our body does 
something in response to something else, whether thought or 
a threat. Action and perception are closely linked, as actions 
are often a response to something the body encounters 
externally, where it acts upon something else; actions can 
also be responses to internal processes of thinking and feeling, 
sometimes without obvious connection to their external 
context. Intention links these two reasons for action, but 
sometimes action happens automatically or without a clear 
motivation or purpose, like someone blushing or drumming 
their fingers on a table while thinking. 

Indeed, thinking can itself be understood as an action even 
though its effects are sometimes invisible – a thought could 
be an action imagined but not performed, or a sequence of 
ruminations might motivate an action executed later. And 
though actions may appear logical or causal, they are highly 
personal, driven and explained by a chain of conscious or 
unconscious decisions unique to the individual. Thus they 
help to reveal and define human identity and interrelations. 



ATLAS

An atlas traditionally contains maps or charts; Aby Warburg’s 
Mnemosyne Atlas contains maps not of places but of thoughts. 
It is a system of organising images in order to reveal the 
unexpected connections between them. Warburg aimed to 
trace the ‘afterlife of antiquity,’ or how certain meaningful 
and symbolic images from ancient times recur in later 
eras. The images he gathered, which formed the basis of 
the Photographic Collection at the Warburg Institute in 
London, were from across historical time and different 
geographical sources. He placed them in relation to one 
another, pinning them onto cloth-covered boards to create 
and reveal unexpected affinities. He sought to activate the 
memory and imagination of the viewer of his panels so that 
meaning would appear in the space or the interval between 
images. Warburg created specific relationships between the 
images, but the structure of the atlas implied that infinite 
arrangements and relations were possible, each disclosing 
different meanings.  



ATTENTION

Attention is the focusing of our human mental capacity 
onto something specific for a period of time. To attend 
to something is to selectively perceive it, and there is 
considerable debate as to how that selection takes place; 
it might be a function of the brain’s limited capacity to 
process multiple stimuli at the same time, or to consciously 
entertain multiple trains of thought. Then again, it may be 
that we can attend to multiple things at once, but can only 
act on one thing at a time. Attention is thus connected 
with intention – when we attend we intend, whether 
consciously or unconsciously, to perceive, feel, experience 
or do something. 



BECOMING

‘Becoming’ is a philosophical idea of constant change, often 
understood in opposition to the fixity of ‘being.’ Being has 
been more thoroughly articulated in philosophy since the 
ancient Greeks as Plato and Aristotle’s thought turned on the 
nature and conditions of the existence of things. Thinking 
about becoming is a more recent development, a primary 
concern of European philosophers since Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
writing in the late 19th century, and extended in response to 
the tumults of the 20th century. 

The idea of becoming is crucial to dance as a discipline of 
movement, particularly when understood not as a series 
of pre-set steps but through more improvisatory structures 
where the dancer is constantly involved in thinking and 
making their own movement. The movement is constantly 
in a state of emergence, welling up from the dancer’s bodily 
repository of knowledge and experience to be materialised in 
space. Choreographed movement is also constantly in a state 
of becoming; though it can be repeated and endure over time, 
its every manifestation is also necessarily different from each 
one before as a result of the dancer’s changing experience 
and physicality.



GESTURE

Humans use gestures to communicate; we use not only our 
hands but also other parts of our bodies to emphasise what 
we say, or even to replace speech. Gestures are intentional, 
used expressly to convey meaning. In this way, gesture can 
both incorporate posture, the disposition of the whole body, 
and be additional to it. 

The bodily communication of figures in artworks was one of 
Aby Warburg’s primary interests. His Mnemosyne Atlas contained 
primarily images of gesturing bodies, whether from art 
history or other sources, and part of its aim was to trace the 

‘afterlife’ of gestures from antiquity across time and space. 
For Warburg, gesture is a language and can be read and 
understood as such through images. However, other writers, 
such as Walter Benjamin, have conceived gesture as less fixed 

– an ‘event’ that creates itself anew each time it is made and, 
as such, it calls on the viewer of the gesture to complete it. 
This distinction points at the complex relationship between 
gesture and thought – the degree to which gesture expresses 
thought, or fails to do so, and in reverse, how the act of 
making a gesture might itself shape thought. 



IMAGE

An image is a visual representation of something – a person, 
a place, an object, even a process or a residue. Images are 
a primary means by which cultures are represented and 
conveyed across time and space. Aby Warburg developed a 
practice of ‘iconology’ as an interpretive method focused on 
tracing motifs among images from differing contexts. His 
approach primarily involved images of figures, or human 
forms, examining how the figures’ gestures might signify 
in their own time and the degree to which that meaning 
translated beyond. 

Images are not limited to still or static pictures; certainly 
film is made up of mobile images, and the same can be 
said for theatre and dance. In non-narrative dance forms, 
the images created by the movement and disposition of 
bodies are not always intended to be interpreted in the same 
way as in paintings, as disclosing a story or message. These 
images can nevertheless be evocative of feeling or other 
forms of meaning, relying heavily on the audience for their 
significance to emerge. 



MAGIC AND SCIENCE

‘Magic and Science’ is a category of classification in the 
Warburg Institute’s Photographic Collection. Following the 
organisational structure Aby Warburg devised for his Atlas, 
the collection remains organised by subject rather than 
by artist or period. There are 15 categories ranging from 
History, Literature and Gods and Myths, to various forms of 
iconography (Asian, Religious, Secular, Pre-Classical). Each 
category is divided into subdivisions which represent folders 
into which photographs are filed in the collection. Among 
the 16 subdivisions in Magic and Science are Art and art 
theory, Mathematics, Alchemy, and Witchcraft and sorcery. 

The range of categories falling under Magic and Science 
indicates a dualism between objective and subjective forms 
of knowledge and experience, between ‘reason and unreason’, 
that was important to Warburg. The embodied knowledge 
brought forward through dance has subjective and objective 
components: it is about the internal feeling of the dancer as 
well as the physical structures of the body and what it makes 
possible. Choreography functions at the juncture between 
these, making use of both kinds of knowing to create. 



MIND

‘Mind’, though something all humans possess, does not have 
a universally agreed definition. It represents our cognitive 
faculties, including perception, imagination, consciousness, 
reasoning and judgment. We have inherited from 17th 
century philosopher and mathematician Rene Descartes an 
understanding that the mind is a totally different substance 
from the physical body, and thus the two can exist separately. 

This perspective is much disputed, though its legacy 
remains. Many scientists now argue that the mind and 
brain are one because the brain is physically responsible 
for all functions of the mind. Considerable research remains 
ongoing into the biological basis of consciousness, while 
other researchers and thinkers suggest that it is wrong to 
suggest that the mind is the seat of rationality while the 
body is unintelligent. Instead they seek to understand how 
physical feeling and capacity shape perception and thinking. 
Indeed, they suggest that imagination and creativity can be 
seen as generated through the body’s movement, not simply 
through the thinking brain, with dance and drawing as two 
compelling examples of this. 



TAXONOMY

Taxonomy is the establishment of a system for classifying 
information. The Photographic Collection at the Warburg 
Institute functions via an unusual taxonomy, placing images 
under subject headings rather than using more traditional 
chronological or art historical categories. Images often 
appear in multiple categories, demonstrating how assigning 
categories is a subjective act rather than a scientific or 
objective one. 

The French philosopher Michel Foucault famously drew 
attention to this: in The Order of Things he cites a passage 
from Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges that lists a series 
of unusual categories for grouping animals in a fictitious 
Chinese encyclopaedia. Foucault observes that this strange 
taxonomy brings forth through ‘the exotic charm of another 
system of thought…the limitation of our own’. It suggests 
how taxonomies have the capacity to shape or even limit the 
way we understand the things subject to their categories.



TIME

Time is at once the simple, practical unit that can be measured on 
a clock, and also an incomprehensible whole containing the past, 
present and future of the universe. Time’s double nature, both 
perceptible and exceeding our capacity for knowledge, insinuates 
the significance of time to human experience and consciousness. 
We perceive ourselves to be living within time – we remember 
the past, experience the present, and anticipate the future. Yet 
the precise nature of these three temporal states is difficult to 
distinguish. Some theories of time suggest that only the present 
exists, while others argue that only the past and present exist 
since the future has not been yet, and still more assert that the 
whole of time always exists even if we cannot perceive it. 

The present is itself a contentious topic: can we consciously 
experience more than the immediate moment, or does 
consciousness rely on temporal extension through awareness of 
persistence, change and succession? When considered in terms 
of action, the present seems inextricable from past and future, 
because memory informs our decisions about which actions to 
take in the present toward an anticipated future we seek to create. 
And through memory and other traces we might say that the 
past has an afterlife, or even the possibility of recurrence through 
thought and action in the present.


