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“...based on a tension between the Pathos, 
which designates a transitory movement 
of affection, and the form in which it is 
inscribed, which presupposes duration. 

[Warburg’s] PathosformeIn thus designate 
the repertory of figures capable of 

accounting for the appearance of a body 
in search of its own modifications.”









“knowledge through 
incorporation”





“It is useful to remember that Darwinian evolution is just one kind 
of accumulative, refining cycle. There are plenty of others.”

“...it turns out that all the ‘magic’ of cognition depends, just as life 
itself does, on cycles within cycles of recurrent, re-entrant, reflexive 

information-transformation processes from the biochemical scale 
within the neuron to the whole brain sleep cycle, waves of cerebral 

activity and recovery revealed by EEGs. Computer programmers have 
been exploring the space of possible computations for less than a 

century, but their harvest of invention and discovery so far includes 
millions of loops within loops within loops.”

“By the accumulation of imperceptible increments,  
the cyclical process creates something altogether new.”





An atlas’ “primary 
function: to ‘cross 
the boundaries’ of 
the intelligible and 

the sensible”





“the general agreement in the sciences 
of mind [is] that intelligence arises not 

from the medium that embodies it – 
whether biological or electronic –  

but the way interactions among 
elements in the system are arranged”





“...a genuine scientific iconology: 
which amounts to recognising 

in images, and above all in their 
modalities of representation,  
of coexistence, of montage,  

a constitutive role in the 
production of knowledge”



“an intermediate  
being between the 

body and the image”
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Introduction
Siobhan Davies

 

material / rearranged / to / be is, in many ways, the most ambitious work Siobhan Davies 
Dance has ever produced. It brings together the skills and intelligence of 10 artists 
from three disciplines working within the streams of their own practices to create 
new works alongside one another. The result is a performance installation that invites 
considerable participation from both the artists and the audience at the moment they 
meet one another. This is, for me, the next step in a lifetime’s practice of bringing 
artists together, under the banner of choreography, to work together on a single work; 
this time is different with the artists making their own work in response to shared 
themes and concerns, and, borrowing from Aby Warburg, ‘in good company’ with 
one another. The audience, always a principle concern for me, is invited to be in good 
company with us too.

material / rearranged / to / be is partly the result of a delightful opportunity I received 
in summer 2015 to be in residency for a week in the Barbican Art Gallery as part of 
the American artist Doug Aitken’s project Station-to-Station: A 30-Day Happening. We were 
asked to be in a public process of making, and I chose four artists I knew well and 
three I knew less well to invite someone they very much wanted to speak with in a 
public situation. My thinking was that all of us – artists, invited guests, and public – 
would learn from one another’s present interests. I had in mind that Siobhan Davies 
Dance might commission some of the artists to make new works that grew out of these 
conversations, and that they might be assembled together in different configurations 
in relation to the artists’ aligning or diverging interests.
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The week progressed with neuroscientists, other artists, writers and designers all 
contributing with the public able to observe and ask questions. The visual artist and 
writer Jeremy Millar was among the invited group, and he and I had been speaking for 
some time before about the art historian Aby Warburg, his Library, and in particular 
his Mnemosyne Atlas. During the week we all discovered a kinship between Warburg’s 
project, his interest in gesture as a kind of bodily capacity that humans share across 
time and space, and my long-term dialogue, shared by several of the dance artists, 
with cognitive neuroscientists. Those conversations about the relationship between the 
body and the mind have centred on the way dancers build up during their careers an 
integrated bodily knowledge that gives them special capacity to communicate.

Warburg’s gesturing bodies seemed to signal that the intelligence that allows us to 
use our bodies to talk is something universally human, but it requires a focused skill 
and sensitivity – that of an artist, a photographer, a dancer – to really bring it to the 
fore and allow us to contemplate and play with it.

The work we are still making at the time of my writing introduces a situation in 
which this bodily intelligence can be made really manifest, and where, we hope those 
who come to share this situation with us can experience it in us and, by reflection, 
in themselves. Many of the artists are creating works that will always be in progress 
– they and their work will change as they apply themselves to their performance over 
many hours, using the choreographic structures they are creating in order to notice 
what they are really involved in doing and how the audience responds. 

These works will be presented in the gallery such that they can coexist alongside 
one another in arrangements that will constantly change. Films, images, sculptures and 
live performances appear and always in a shifting relationship to each other. 

We dance artists, who are here generally performing our own work, will be next door 
to an audience who is experiencing our work in constantly rearranged orders. An individual 
performance piece can change orientation; its length can be altered. By creating these 
shifting intervals between the works we hope that the audience is playfully engaged with 
how their initial perceptions dissolve and then re-concentrate, all the while maintaining 
the choreographic threads that have continuously supported the making process.

Warburg inspires this choreographic device, of constant spatial and temporal 
rearrangement. Warburg’s act of collecting bodies into his Mnemosyne Atlas is, for the 
choreographers in the group, an act of choreography – it is the placing of movements 
into interchanging series to create different meanings. Scholars long invested in 
his work have told us that choreography was not a concept in which Warburg was 
concerned, but we sense that if we could speak to him about it, he would understand. 
The particular visual quality of his Atlas has been a constant food source during the 
making of this work, as has his comment that he sought ‘good company’ amongst the 
images so that they might enliven one another and create something new in the gaps 
between them. Warburg’s project is expansive and generous, and we seek the same in 
this work, being alongside one another and being with the audience. 
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Always Already Again
by Jeremy Millar   

 

Where should we begin? 

This might seem a simple question, and one that prompts an obvious, and simple, 
answer, yet I wonder if that is really the case. Let us take even this short piece of 
writing, this thing that we both share, to which we can both refer. We might both 
be beginning here, with these opening words, yet we do so at very different times: 
for you to begin, I must have already finished, and perhaps quite some time ago. For 
you, this writing has always already been complete — you can now turn the page 
to find its end — yet for me, there is only an empty white space beyond, and below, 
each word that I type. 

But what lies below what we do — what we write, what we make, what we say — 
in another sense? What comes before in order that what we do might come after? The 
answer to that, of course, is ‘many things’, about which we often have little control, 
or even awareness. Those we do know we might call ‘influences’, and we might even 
do what we do in conscious response to them, but it the other, unknown things that 
I’d like us to consider here. 

To put it another way, what is the time of a work? We might think quite readily 
of the time of a work’s making, and of the time of a work’s viewing, or listening, too, 
yet even these are not so simply circumscribed. When might we determine that a work 
has started to be made? Surely that occurs before we know that it might ever come to 
exist. And when does our experience of it come to an end? Surely not when we turn 
away from a painting, put down a book, turn off the radio, as we can continue to be 
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moved or affected by a work years after we have seen, read, or heard it. To be in the 
moment of an act is to be in many different moments simultaneously, moments passed, 
and moments yet to come, memories and anticipations, albeit not necessarily our own.

If a work might have a prehistory, then, what might we call its subsequent 
echo? The German art historian Aby Warburg had a word for this — Nachleben, or 
afterlife — and it is fitting, then, that Warburg’s own work has come to have an 
afterlife in that which we have developed here. Warburg was a curious figure. He 
was born in Hamburg in 1866, the eldest son and heir of one of Europe’s richest 
banking families. However, at the age of 12 the young Aby made a deal with his 
younger brother, Max, saying that he would forego his birthright if Max agreed to 
buy him every book for which he might wish. Max readily agreed, unaware of the 
extent of the private library his elder sibling would eventually create. 

Warburg was an unconventional art historian — he was an unconventional figure 
in many ways — and considered himself rather as a Bildhistoriker, or historian of images. 
He published very little, and spent his time, and much of his family’s vast financial 
resources, amassing the materials that would form the basis for his studies, most notably 
the transmission of Classical iconography in later periods, especially the Renaissance. 
He gathered not just rare books — sometimes unique ledgers showing Florentine trade, 
in the hope of identifying certain patrons — but also photographic reproductions, of 
paintings, friezes, carved panels, and funerary urns, at a time when such images where 
unavailable elsewhere. These images he sorted into themes and subthemes, iconographic 
descriptions of what can be seen in them, rather than the more usual art historical 
categories of who created it, when, and where, the better to explore the differences — 
and similarities — of images created at great distance from one another.

Towards the very end of his life — he died in 1929 —Warburg worked on what 
has become, perhaps, his most influential project, the Mnemosyne Atlas, named after 
the Greek goddess of memory. For this, he would take these photographs, often of 
artworks separated by thousands of years and thousands of miles, and pin them 
onto large, cloth-covered boards, rearranging them in order to draw out unexpected 
affinities between them in form and content, how a gesture carved upon a classical 
tomb might reappear, for example, in a Florentine painting. This was not an attempt 
to trace a lineage between such manifestations, but rather to create a Denkraum, or 
‘thought-space’, in which the images would then present the forces which shaped 
Western culture to those who viewed them, making them something to be experienced 
rather than merely understood. As such, there were no captions in the Atlas, and no 
need for them; as the art historian Ernst Gombrich noted: ‘Warburg certainly hoped 
that the beholder would respond with the same intensity to the images of passion or of 
suffering, of mental confusion or of serenity, as he had done in his work.’ Of course, 
it was not long after Warburg’s death that certain powerfully malevolent forces would 
be felt throughout his homeland and, in 1933, the Kulturwissenschaft Bibliothek Warburg 
(Warburg Library for Cultural Studies) escaped from beneath the shadow of Nazism 
and relocated to London, where it became the Warburg Institute.

It was while sitting on the grass of Gordon Square in London’s Bloomsbury, 
opposite the Warburg Institute, some years ago now that Siobhan Davies and I first 
discussed Warburg and his curious, generous methodology. These were adjectives 
which I had by that time come to associate with Sue (as she is known), also, and so it 
seemed appropriate that I shared my somewhat nebulous understanding of Warburg’s 
work with her. We had not, then, begun work on this project, except to say, of course, 
that we had, and as our conversations continued over the following months, Warburg’s 
Wanderstrassen der Ideen, his ‘route maps of ideas’, were ones that we thought we might 
begin to follow, wherever they might lead.

Where they have led is here, to a work which is large and intimate, extensive and 
particular. Within it, the works of many other artists can be found, and with them the 
research of scientists and other researchers, too, each of them discrete and yet each 
of them material which can be rearranged into new and unforeseen combinations. 
Whether within the gallery, or the memory of those who will come to see it, it is a 
work that is always already changing, and will continue so to do.
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Traces
Jonathan Burrows

Dance has passed rapidly from limited techniques
to a workshop culture of baroque excess.

We’re overwhelmed by physical information.

And at some point in this expansion we began to speak of body as archive,
when it finally got recognised how we carry our library with us,
and what a mess the library turned out to be.

I was talking to Joe Moran and he said you know, 
‘The quality of dance is that it’s fantastically unstable’,
there’s always a lot going on under the surface
and it’s hard to pin down.

So we invented choreography and techniques and concepts
to hold it somewhere so that we could read it,
but it’s only ever half the story.

And there’s a radical joy in our instability.

I’m practising some kind of daily dancing in my living room,
and I’ve got some Joan Skinner instructions from Gaby Agis,
and they help me keep my hands off what I’m doing
for long enough that I keep doing it.

And I’m trying to notice what my archive is throwing up,
and it’s like shining a torch into fog.

And I came away with one thought,
that this thing where I lift up my arm belongs to Denis Greenwood
and it always has.

Every time I do it it’s his.
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But if you do it, it’s something else and someone else’s,
and if you watch me do it you neither know nor care whose it is,
it’s just another familiar movement.

For me it’s like a taste in my mouth.

I started to copy the way Chrysa Parkinson dances
and it seemed recognisable.

I’d tasted it before,
it’s what I do when a familiar movement rears up in the fog
and I swerve to avoid it.

And every swerve triggers the start of another familiar movement,
stored in my archive from some past dance,
and I swerve again.

I let the Denis Greenwood arm in and I don’t know why,
but the rest I tend to avoid.

I’m like a traveller who doesn’t want to be a tourist
in his own body.

The map has the attractions marked but I keep to the backroads,
and the stuff there curls around and is mostly of only vague interest.

The stuff there is for the people who like lost places,
decay and wilderness, 
places that aren’t bounded
and there are no signs or the signs are faded.

So I wouldn’t always know what’s in the archive really,
or only by the shape of it’s absence,
because I’m circumventing it.

I let in the arm that belongs to Denis 
but mostly I dance in the gaps between.

And the wilderness has a taste and you can taste it when you watch it,
and eventually a bit of wilderness gets tamed 
so I start taking another path round about that area,
and my avoidance has a taste.

And I chose the word taste to describe the sensory quality of a movement,
because I don’t have another word for it,
but it’s the wrong word.

Pattern is the wrong word for what happens between my motor cortex 
and the world into which I move.

Motor is the wrong word for my movement.

Skinner Releasing Technique says an idea changes everything,
so when you’re moving and this becomes that, then a new world is formed,
or for Stockhausen a moment is forming,
and one moment overlaps with another moment or other moments,
but comes a tipping point when a change has happened
and we’re somewhere else. 

Or something like that.

And we’re somewhere else,
and mostly it’s a place without a name
but place is the wrong word for it because it’s gone already.

And the sensory cortex tracks it and the motor cortex catches it eventually,
and it passes into the unconscious until the next time a moment occurs,
which may or may not be the same moment.

And the motor cortex throws up old stuff to help me with new stuff
so nothing is untainted by history,
but history is the wrong word for it because it’s activating here and now
and the body makes no judgements about time.

And research is the wrong way to think about what it means
to shine a torch into all this fog.
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Whenever I dance I’m confronted by who I used to want to be,
and the future wish I had for myself returns as history
and I wrestle with it.

And it’s from this place of negotiation with what never was
that choreographic decisions get made.

And the desire to strip dance back to a disinterested mode,
is born partly out of this refusal to succumb
to the overwhelming sense of lost and wished for self
that floods us when we dance.

And the mass of barely readable emotion.

And the flickering references.

And the mad sensitivity of skin.

And the stumbling we call gravity.

And the terrible self-consciousness.

The dancing body isn’t really an archive in any conventional sense of the word,
and Warburg’s mad blackboards of connected images might be closer to the point.

And dance techniques are a clever way to make sense of the sensory overload,
until they burn their way into our motor cortex
and become so unconscious they start to feel natural,
so we have to practice authentic movement to shut them up
and then the authentic movement starts to feel natural,
so we have to lie on the ground and have a rest.

And a strong concept is just another frame for the unstable body.

And a good concept draws lines between the pictures on the blackboard,
so that for a moment we can see.

And Aby Warburg called his blackboards an atlas,
being a way to look at different things at the same time in the same space,
and when I move I look at different things at the same time in the same space,
and look is the wrong word 
because the memory of a movement is not an image.

And the sensory is knowledge but not as we know it
and we’re not quite ready yet for all that,
but dance has been out there shining torches into the fog for some time now.

And the older dancer with her dug up, archeological movements
shining out from a small and quiet place,
is a pin up for how quick we like to read the traces of things
no matter how fragile. 

Dance is one place from which we can critique the gospel of the new,
and memory is more radical than we thought.

And to watch a dance is to lazily trace relationships
that amount to something that might mean something
but are quickly wiped away.

Or something like that.

The meaning is just the recognition of a something 
that isn’t the previous something,
and the change is everything and also nothing.

And the dancer appears to be moving forward in time,
but we look on like Warburg at his blackboards
and the lines of connection go in all directions.

And the signs and referents and representations are weaker than we want,
so we invented choreography to freeze frame them
and it never quite works which is why we keep on working.

I’m trying to think what this motor cortex looks like,
and a black box flight recorder is the obvious image
but completely wrong.



50 51

It’s not a box and there are no patterns.

The logic of it resides all over me, 
and I recognise things I’m doing which I never did,
I only saw them in photographs or films,
but there’s a coordination encoded somewhere in me that seems similar.

The movement memory is hard wired,
but there is no wire
and there are no memories,
and the idea that we never forget how to ride a bike is useful
but there is no bike.

The ways in which I negotiate my own staircases
or drive a car,
are connected to all this but in a different way from my dancing.

And each pattern that isn’t a pattern 
seems to trigger more recognition of more patterns,
and it gets confusing but my body isn’t confused.

More recognition of fragments of starts of possible connections,
and I only have to think them to find them
and then they’re gone,
and the practical ones attach to objects
but many don’t and the dancing patterns usually don’t.

Or something like that.

And it’s both inside and outside,
and the dancing seems more interior than the other stuff
and the interior quality of it is resistant to packaging.

And the subjectivity is embarrassing
but potent.

I have route maps of current and past pain
that tell me where to go or not.

I have route maps of past shame 
that I have to argue with daily.

I lay on the bed just now and thought myself a ballet without moving,
and the synapses fired and it was clear as day,
though I haven’t crossed the floor jumping for a long while.

And many dancers will recognise the way a sequence disappears
until the other people who do it are there doing it with you.

Or the way a sequence disappears
and then reappears intact the moment the performance starts.

And a lot of people I’ve met quite like slow learning,
how an anchor forms and you feel momentarily held, 
but in a good way,
until the pattern passes back into the mess of other patterns.

And drunk dancing at a wedding is unstable
but collective,
and the illogic of it is encoded somewhere. 

And you can commodify dance,
but its instability outwits the market
and it wobbles its way sideways to somewhere else
equally tenuous,
and resistant,
and hard to market,
and generous,
and collective.

Which is not to invite complacency
but to remember what it is, this immateriality,
which feels at times quite material to me,
it just depends how you look at it.

And it represents something beyond all this monetisation, 
which is maybe why everyone wants a bit of what we’ve got.
 

With thanks to Joe Moran for the expression ‘Why everyone wants what  

we’ve got’, as well as Katye Coe, Siobhan Davies, Efrosini Protopapa and  

Matthias Sperling who also gave helpful comments on the text.
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The Warburg Institute  
and Siobhan Davies Dance  

in conversation
Present:  

 
Siobhan Davies Dance: Siobhan Davies, Matthias Sperling

Warburg Institute: Philipp Ekardt, Hans Christian Hönes,  
Christopher Johnson, Eckart Marchand, Johannes von Müller,  

Babette Schnitzlein

Siobhan Davies Dance has realized material / rearranged / to / be in association with 
the Warburg Institute of the University of London. Originating in the private 
library of Aby Warburg (1866-1929) in Hamburg at the end of the nineteenth 
century, the Warburg Institute is the premier institute in the world for the study 
of cultural history and the role of images in culture. After the rise of the Nazi 
regime in Germany, the Institute was transferred from Hamburg to London in 1933, 
and incorporated into the University of London in 1944. The Warburg Institute is 
cross-disciplinary and global. It is concerned with the histories of art and science, 
and their relationship with superstition, magic, and popular beliefs. Its researches 
are historical, philological and anthropological. It is dedicated to the study of the 
survival and transmission of cultural forms – whether in literature, art, music or 
science – across borders and from the earliest times to the present.

This conversation forms part of an ongoing dialogue between the artists creating 
material / rearranged / to / be and members of the project on ‘Bilderfahrzeuge: Aby 
Warburg’s Legacy and the Future of Iconology,’ funded by the German Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research at the Warburg Institute. Building on Warburg’s 
concept of Bilderfahrzeuge or ‘image vehicles,’ the project sets out to explore the 
migration of images, objects, and ideas across broad geographical and historical 
contexts. As part of Siobhan Davies Dance’s collaboration with the Warburg Institute, 
members of the Bilderfahrzeuge Group attended rehearsals of material / rearranged / to 
/ be and became familiar with the artists’ individual interests and proposals for the 
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work. Conversations between the two groups have informed the development of the 
works and will form starting points for future research.

Hans Christian Hönes
Siobhan and Matthias, I’d like to talk about the intensity with which you engage 
in feedback mechanisms in your work, trying to reanimate things that you find 
in the material here at the Warburg, or in other material – working with your 
own body and your own history of movement, or with formulaic images that you 
have found in the photographic collection here. That’s an interesting continuation 
of Warburg’s project. Warburg was interested in how certain elements of images 
– certain movements or emotions – become formulaic; maybe not how they are 
frozen in time, but how the sedimentation of certain expressive, emotional states 
of mind occurs over time and becomes either a gesture or another ‘formula’, as he 
calls them. That can be something like the flying hair of a figure in an image, what 
he calls ‘animated accessories.’ All of these figures in images are for him embodied, 
emotional, kinetic history that becomes sedimented. 

You seem to be reversing this process, engaging in a feedback mechanism that 
tries to reanimate these images: you are testing the formulaic elements in these 
images according to their liveliness. That’s a pertinent problem in Warburg: to 
what extent do the gestures that we find in images bear the germ of the original 
movement? Or are they too far dissociated? Can you actually reenact them or is it 
something that becomes quite unnatural?

Siobhan Davies
At first you go into the Photographic Collection at the Warburg Institute and in the 
images there is this huge wealth of figures in a moment of action. Helka Kaski and 
I pulled images from this wealth and tried to build up some kind of conversation 
between them and our knowledgeable bodies – I mean ‘knowledgeable’ in the sense 
that she and I, as dancers and choreographers, have spent a lot of time trying to 
think about what and who we are, and about whether in our movement are we able 
to speak, to tell. 

One of the neuroscientists we’ve been working with, Guy Claxton, speaks about 
how movement wells up in you and he asks: from what source is that welling 
happening? When I look at Warburg’s images I’m slightly dislocated from this idea 
of ‘welling up.’ Something else is present, but there is a gap in between the images 
and me. Helka’s and my first idea was to try and copy the moves we saw in the 
images, and at the same time we were wondering what the artist was intending in 
terms of the body position depicted. Why that posture and not another as a figurative 
lodestone? And why did that lodestone keep appearing in different places? 

The trouble was, we would find and hold the position, but we are animated and 
breathing, so eventually the breath would go and the position would go. The copying 

of it was not feeding us. We had to find ruses in which we would allow the welling up 
of our own history to be present in the room. So we went to an opposite state, which 
was to look for movement we had lost to time – something we used to do but don’t 
do anymore. That became slightly too personal; it felt too drawn on a private feedback 
source rather than a shared one. 

Christopher Johnson 
It sounds as if you’re describing the same balancing act that Warburg experienced 
throughout his career. In other words, he was asking: what is the balance between 
this timeless language of gestures that any artist, whether a Greek artist or Renaissance 
artist or 21st-century dancer, can access; and the expression or embodiment of this 
language of gesture in a particular time and place?

I would put the emphasis on what Warburg called ‘expressive values.’ These 
expressive values are always involved in a feedback loop that requires decisions by 
the embodied artist each time. That’s what separates, for Warburg, a good artist from 
a bad artist: how they’re able to accomplish this balancing act between the timeless 
and the specific.

Johannes von Müller
We must remind ourselves whether we are talking about images, or gestures, or 
movement. What are these images of gestures? Are they actually documents of 
gestures that were originally expressed by living bodies? Or are they not images in 
their own right? For Warburg the fact that movements or gestures are represented 
in images is very important. Siobhan, you talked about a gap that you stumbled 
across between body and image – Warburg would talk about the distance between 
the beholder and image. Here, gestures become externalized in images; by doing so 
they facilitate a distance.

CJ
I don’t agree entirely. I think he emphasizes process as much as the static image.

HCH
We should keep in mind that for Warburg the ‘expressive values’ that Chris 
mentioned don’t necessarily have to come from an embodied element of a painting. 
They can also be seen in a dress, or hair: decorative elements flying around the 
body, but not part of the body. I think this transmission of the original expression 
into fixed images is where my question comes into play again: to what degree do 
the images sediment to become conserves that are no longer re-enactable? Warburg 
suggests they become formulas, where the expression has become something 
disembodied, namely an image. What happens when you then try to reintroduce 
your body knowledge to these disembodied images?
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SD
We are also interested in finding, through our embodied knowledge, where the 
presence of a thought enacts itself in movement. We have conversations with 
different neuro- and cognitive scientists who make us feel as though we, as 
dancers, can bring an added knowledge to a moment of expressive action where the 
movement is the thought. That sounds quite obvious, but there are areas performance 
in which you can overly express such that the movement takes on some other kind 
of energy in excess of the initial thought. Expression is important, but there’s a risk 
that the movement becomes more than is needed, so it pulls the action away from 
the core idea or the core necessity.

Matthias Sperling
I’m hearing here many echoes of how I understand choreography. Hans Christian, 
you were speaking about how a movement, something animated, becomes formulaic. 
I’m interested in how something as ephemeral as a movement can find a form within 
choreography where it has continuity through time, and where that form can be 
revisited and reanimated while remaining in an embodied form. So there is tension 
between the transient and the continuous. I’d like to describe that as continuity in a 
state of change, where there is an enduring form, the choreographic work, but it is 
always altered each time it is embodied by a living person.

PE
I’m trying to situate your practice vis-à-vis ‘the Warburg factor’: there are often 
mismatches, in my experience, between his thought and its content, and its 
application in different contexts today. These can be productive or unproductive. 
Here there is a productive gap in that Warburg was not interested in the category 
of duration, as opposed to Bergson, who at the same time was thinking about what 
an individual mind does over an extended period of lived time. Instead Warburg 
was interested in stability over longer periods of time extending beyond individual 
instantiations and even beyond historic moments: how does this gesture appear 
in the Renaissance, and also before in prehistory, and also forward to now? That’s 
not duration, it’s the reoccurrence of gestures in different eras. So I would hesitate 
in relation to what you said, Christopher, that there’s a timelessness to gesture for 
Warburg. I wouldn’t say so: gestures are those instances that generate temporality 
in Warburg’s system, that allow us to infer the existence of vast temporal stretches 
without having to think about duration.

MS
I am also very interested in longer time frames and the stability that you mentioned, 
with questions about how choreographic work can endure in historical time. How 
can different choreographic works exist in stable enough form so that they can be 

in dialogue with each other? Can the field of choreography have a generative history 
as opposed to a constant loss?

PE
That’s a Warburgian question.

HCH
That’s a question of the archive, of how to document things in order to build your 
own history. It’s a subjective endeavour: you are working on your own archive of 
gestures and experiences there, not only as a knowledgeable body with choreographic 
intelligence, but also seeking a more objective form and document.

MS
Yes, so I am interested in ‘objective’ forms of documentation, which use things like 
video as a technology, but also in choreography itself as a technology.

CJ
In response to Phillip and your description, Matthias, of how you will manipulate 
time frames in your contribution to material / rearanged / to / be , I would reiterate that 
the language of gesture for Warburg is something that, if it not timeless, can only be 
accessed through memory, as exemplified best by his Mnemosyne Atlas. You recall, 
perhaps, as you’re doing your piece an earlier gesture, or an earlier iteration of the 
present gesture that you are performing. You are drawing on a ‘language of gestures’, 
and for Warburg that language is remembered. So it does exist in a kind of synchronic 
or timeless space, but it is always embodied in the present moment, a moment that 
allows for new and varied expressions of that language. It’s both timeless and present.

A concrete example would be in panel 47 of the Atlas, where Warburg shows 
two images of the dancing Salomé, one in Donatello’s baptistery doors and the other 
in a Fra Filippo Lippi fresco. Her gestures are not overly dramatic, in the sense that 
her hands are low against her body, but clearly she expresses a gesture that, given the 
combination and juxtaposition of all the panel’s images, resides not just in one place 
or with just one artist, but rather repeats and varies through and because of time. 
That’s fascinating to me because we also see gesture in other panels migrate between 
dance, painting, sculpture, literature and, well, any form of cultural expression. But 
for Warburg it also migrates between different cultural moments: Greek and Roman 
classical antiquity, Hellenistic Alexandria, ninth-century Persia, late quattrocento 
Florence, Manet’s Paris, Mussolini’s Rome, and elsewhere. 

SD
And then is there also photography, which is emerging at the same time. Photography 
gives the whole population access to gesture of a constantly changing political aspect. 
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PE
Now, it’s really puzzling that there is almost no reflection in Warburg’s writing 
about the question of medium specificity. Warburg treats the medium as though it’s 
transparent: it can be a painting, it can be an etching, a procession, actual dance. For 
him that’s the same. He has enormous implicit knowledge as to what photography can 
do, but for him it simply allows him to compose and recompose his panels. It relates 
the idea of rearrangement or the potential for material to be rearranged, which would 
be very hard to do if you had to do it with the paintings themselves!

JvM
There’s a passage in the Tagebuch der Kulturwissenschaftlichen Bibliothek Warburg, the library’s 
diary, where Warburg mentions that photography is fundamental for what he calls his 
“new methodology”. He is aware of the medium’s potentials and knows how to use 
them but he doesn’t seem to contemplate its processes.

HCH
For Warburg the track of memory leading back to the primeval gesture is somewhat 
intact, and that’s exactly why the medium doesn’t matter. He sees all media as equally 
embodied. The difference between a body that is represented in paint and another 
that is documentation of an actual body in motion is not really clear to him. That’s 
the interesting thing for me to hear from you: is there a point in the imagery that 
Warburg uses where the thread of memory leading back to the primeval expression 
and the primeval movement that he supposes must have been the fundamental neural 
spark that led to the creation of a certain formula – is that at some point broken? Are 
there images that you can’t relate to in the Atlas? Speaking of the cases where you say: 
I actually can’t really take the posture, I can’t embody the gesture that is documented 
in the image, or precisely not documented in the image because it’s made up.

SD
I think maybe that’s the crux. We are dealing with what is ‘made up’ in conversation 
with the contemporary body, and then there’s the thought that went into the image – I 
would love to try and work out what the artist is attempting to do with a particular 
image and why it holds so much information in this pose rather than another one. 
On the other side, here I am in front of this image, and I’m asking: what is my body’s 
history doing in relationship to this, with this interval between the drawn image and 
my presence right now? What is the interval and how do I cross it? What conversation 
or dialogue or intercession can I have between the two?

PE
I think that question you’re raising relates to one of Warburg’s central scholarly 
interests. It’s him looking at paintings or at dance and wondering: what is that pose? 
What does it do? Why is it here, why is it not there? But then since you’re not only 

a choreographer but also a dancer, there’s the moment of actually rearticulating 
what you’re seeing. Can you say a little bit more about how in your practice you’re 
negotiating these two levels – I’m explicitly not calling them ‘the cognitive’ and ‘the 
bodily’ because that’s a false dualism, but there is the moment where you’re taking 
the position of the observer, as in sitting in front of a painting or a photograph in 
the archive and wondering ‘what is that pose?’ But then you approach the images 
physically too. Do you have a protocol for how to negotiate these two types of activity?

MS
I’m not working directly from images from the photographic collection, but I 
understand these capacities that you’re describing, the observation or reflection and 
the doing, to be embodied capacities that are always present and in dialogue with one 
another. And so part of what I’m interested in when I’m making a choreographic work 
is to define an activity in which both of those things are implicated.

CJ
Matthias, Warburg would say that you are a different kind of “seismograph” from Sue, 
and that matters. This goes to your second point, Philip, there’s Warburg the scholar 
but there’s also Warburg, the subjective, contingent human, who battles the “monstra” 
that haunt culture. Each person, each “seismograph”, Warburg thought, responds 
differently to the past’s legacy and to present phenomena. Rembrandt’s “language 
of gesture”, for example, balanced more skillfully “polarities” than other Baroque 
artists who did not find a way to mediate “superlatives.” Rembrandt’s a more sensitive 
seismograph and so better able to gauge the “schitzophrenia” of Western culture, to 
quote another of Warburg’s signature metaphors.

SD
I’d like to ask something to help us nuance this idea of a ‘language of gestures’: where 
is the difference between gesture and posture? I think in the end it was very helpful to 
Helka and me that we had a sense of the full posture of an action, or the place or mood 
of the body, from which the gesture might arise. Now we are working with trying to 
find a particular posture, which could be more contemporary than the ones we have 
been observing in the collection, and then find the gesture that might arrive out of that. 
To some extent we are trying to play with altering the gesture slightly in relationship to 
our posture so that we start to divide the body up into parts, with a dialogue happening 
between the altering gesture and either the stability of the posture or the fact that the 
posture then has to change because of the instability of the gesture. 

PE
I think that’s crucial in terms of what it tells you, but also for our own thinking and 
understanding of Warburg. As I understand Warburg, posture hardly ever comes up. 
He’s strong in terms of gesture, but he’s very weak in terms of posture.
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Eckart Marchand
Well he talks about movement and that involves the entire body, and it can involve 
the entire clothing. I’m always very hesitant to separate gesture from posture because 
I think that’s all one thing.

SD
That’s what we’ve discovered. 

EM
You just prioritise the hand if you say that anything that has to do with the hand is a 
gesture. I would think that particularly in choreography and certainly in paintings if 
you stand in profile, that’s a gesture. So I can’t quite see in terms of communication 
how there’s a difference between posture and gesture.

HCM
I think I would slightly disagree with you in that respect. I see Warburg being more 
disjunctive, speaking of things like hair as an ‘animated accessory.’ The term itself 
implies that this is something that is added to the body, is not necessarily a holistic 
appearance. Posture in German is Haltung, which has a very strong ethical notion as 
well: if you have good posture you’re a person with integrity. It’s a very ethically laden 
term, and that’s something that doesn’t really appear in his writing.

PE
The term that comes closest in English is ‘stance’: it’s an attitude toward something 
that is also a pose, or a specific way of carrying your body.

JvM
We’ve talked a lot about you encountering the images in the collection, but I’ve been 
wondering about your encounter with Warburg as a curator for these images, as 
organiser of his library, as determiner of the architecture that facilitates his library. 
Indeed, Warburg is a performer who creates his own performance space around him 
that allows him to engage with the materials in a certain way. Are you also interested 
in his mode of display?

MS 
I’m very interested in Warburg’s methods and the architectures you’re describing, 
more so than the specific content that he brought into those architectures. I’m 
thinking about his Mnemosyne Atlas, but also his nonlinear methods of classification 
and of drawing connections. Whereas Siobhan and Helka, and also Efrosini 
Protopapa, have been very engaged with the images, several of the artists in our 
group, including Charlie Morrissey and myself, have been focused more on the 
structure of his project and its effects. 

JvM 
I am also interested in your notion of choreography as creating a situation that then 
leads to something that you cannot have in mind before you actually perform within 
that situation. That reminds me of Warburg assembling his library and creating a 
space that allows readers to engage with the material in a peculiar way. He applies his 
famous ‘principle of the good neighborhood’ – the library is organised in a way that 
going to get a specific book will lead you to finding another book you didn’t even 
know that was there. But it’s actually that book which holds material that is essential 
for your thought. These are, in a certain way, moments created originally by Warburg 
as a choreographer, and that perhaps can be seen as performances, so scholarship 
becomes a performance.

SD
On first meeting this continent that is Warburg, the Mnemosyne Atlas resonated 
immensely with all of us a choreographic act. I know that’s not strictly what Warburg 
had in mind, but it jolted us: This idea of a collection of bodies in juxtapositions that 
add up to more than individual moments so the whole becomes animated in a way that 
the parts can’t be alone. That is very choreographic. Being anatomically what we are, as 
humans and as dancers, we are constantly, when performing, in a process of making and 
arriving at different points. The audience are going to see these various points differently 
than we are, and they will see them differently at 1 o’clock than at 2 o’clock because their 
minds have already shifted. There are many parallels between the experience of being in 
front of the Mnemosyne Atlas and being in front of our work as an audience member. 

PE
Can I return to something you were mentioning earlier, Siobhan and Matthias, about 
how you think about and implement choreography/movement/dance, which I think 
helps us to understand the specificity of Warburg’s notions of movement and gesture? 
You were saying that for you, and you hope for the audience of your work, the arrival 
at a gesture tends to be more important than the final gesture itself, its moment of apex, 
so to speak, and it’s a misunderstanding of choreography/movement/dance to be only 
interested in those moments of resolution. Warburg really collapses the ‘getting there’ 
into that moment of arrival – he understands what comes before and after, but there’s 
no reflection on that duration. The ‘getting there,’ that’s duration. For Warburg we 
have a gesture that is in an image. On a related note, there is a patent absence of filmic 
reflection in Warburg’s work despite the fact that of course he went to the movies. There 
are debates about this in the field, but I am of the firm persuasion that Warburg is not 
a filmic thinker. Images are not correlated in the Atlas in a serial manner – the serial 
arrangement of images of movement is what makes up film or filmic thinking. Warburg 
is more interested in the one super expressive still, but that is something you put on a 
movie poster to advertise the film. He’s not a post-Marey or post-Muybridge thinker. 
He collapses the ‘getting there’ into the expressive gestural moment.
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SD
We are interested in the ‘getting there’ because we are always looking for a way to be 
in the present in the performance. When you are performing you may know you’re 
going to do a certain movement or gesture or pose, but you are wondering: what is 
it going to be today? And if it’s going to be done in this particular way today, what’s 
the feedback from that? And therefore, what might happen afterwards? So we are 
trying to get into a very present situation of thinking-doing, thinking-doing, all the 
time. That experience becomes part of the library that we use the next day, but again, 
always in a different way.

JvM
We talked about the question of how to get to a specific gesture and that this process, 
this journey is more important than the actual point of arrival. 

SD
I’m not saying it’s more important, but that it takes time and therefore we must address it.

JvM
Given that in fact for Warburg these images are expressions of processes that have 
to articulate themselves visually, do you only think about the images externally, in 
terms of the actual body movements, or do you also engage with the question of these 
processes that find their embodiment in gestures or images of gestures? 

MS
It’s really both, and that why I’m personally interested in neuroscience and the theory 
of embodiment. I would ask questions like, when is my whole body moving, including 
my psychological body?

EM 
I think that brings us back to the issue of ‘stance’ and what you were saying before 
about feeling awkward performing certain gestures. Perhaps that is because you might 
be performing gestures that male artists have designed for male beholders to see the 
female body doing. We don’t know whether, for instance with images from antiquity, 
the gestures were ever actually performed by anybody. 

I would also like to point out that Warburg is very perceptive about issues of 
decorum even though he never makes that much of a topic. He falls over the nymph 
because she bursts into a bourgeois interior and totally misbehaves, and that troubles 
him. Why did she come there anyway? He thinks, that’s a weak artist who does that, 
because he just picks something out of a totally different context and sticks it in 
because it’s so powerful. He refers to these artists as ‘Mannerists’ who aren’t able to 
integrate the classical gesture into their own language. He would say that they lack 
Besonnenheit, or ‘prudent understanding.’ 

Another example: Warburg describes Ghirlandaio’s fresco in the Sassetti chapel 
in Florence, which depicts the pope receiving St. Francis in the middle ground and 
Lorenzo de Medici flanked by his business allies who are patrons of the Chapel in the 
foreground. Lorenzo de Medici silently welcomes his sons who come into the scene 
up some stairs in front of him. There is a courtly ritual being performed here, and 
that’s something that Warburg recognizes. He comes from a wealthy family, high 
up in Hamburg society, and he understands political ritual and the performance of 
social status. He projects that onto the Laurentian society in the picture and without 
ever referring to it actually gets the historical staging right in terms of its political and 
power relationships. He has a very strong sense of decorum and behaviour. 

JvM
You’ve brought in a term that we haven’t mentioned yet: ritual. Hans Christian mentioned 
at the beginning this formulaic process of the gesture, and the ritual is an important 
factor in this. I’d be interested to know how that relates to your work, Siobhan.

SD
I think there’s something about knowing that you’re being observed. So when you 
reach an endpoint with a movement, there’s an understanding that you have made 
something that is observed. It seems to me that the movements associated with ritual 
would be deliberately legible. We are doing something that is a little less automatic, 
though certainly that legibility plays into it. In our studio there’s no mirror. We don’t 
try to find those clear moments in movement through image or self-observation. What 
we’re trying to do is understand that we are in a situation or an environment where 
we are in communication, and we need to find out how that movement is going to 
unfold into that situation without knowing it in advance.

JvM
The term ritual also allows us to think about the images that we are discussing in 
yet a different way because rituals and gestures feed into the images, but the images 
themselves are part of rituals. The images, for example, that Eckart speaks of are 
taking part in a society that is all about visibility and, needless to say, performing this 
visibility – one only has to turn to Carlo Alberti’s libri della famiglia to read about how 
important it is to be visible in the society of the city at that time: Alberti advises you 
to keep your windows open and to appear frequently in the window so that the people 
in the street can see you. And at the same time, in Della Pittura, he talks about paintings 
as windows. These are layers and layers of visibility that all are connected to the ritual, 
that runs through the images and is also dictated by them.

HCH
And this leads us back to what we discussed at the beginning about the feedback 
mechanisms. I wondered to what degree the Warburg material itself has become a 
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ritualized corpus of things that we now revisit time and time again, just because he 
has such a high standing in cultural theory over the last 20 years. To what degree is 
revisiting Warburg also culturally a ritualized behavior of the humanities and art alike? 
We make a sort of pilgrimage to this institute and to the atlas panels.

PE
There is a telling discrepancy that one always finds whenever one tries to correlate 
Warburg’s general theories, but also his individual examples, his case studies, and his 
writing with artistic practice. There’s this immense gap – he’s talking about concrete, 
specific instantiations. He will go and look at a painting, just one or two, or five, but 
then the backdrop or maybe the correlate is a whole anthropological theory of gesture. 
By anthropology I really mean all of humanity – I wouldn’t go as far as saying these are 
universals because it would push Warburg in the direction of Jungian archetypes, to 
which he wouldn’t have subscribed. But there is that vast gap. A ritual: is it something 
we do? Obviously it must be, somebody needs to instantiate it in order for it to be kept 
alive, somebody needs to do it. And that is a moment to which you can point to say 
‘it’s happening now.’ But the ritual, in Warburg’s sense, is something that exists over 
centuries and even millennia.

MS
I don’t feel that we are ritualising our encounters with Warburg specifically. We are 
picking up on the affinities between what Warburg was investigating and what people 
who study his work are investigating and articulating in sophisticated ways, and our 
own inquiries. These are in many ways pointing in the same direction, and ultimately 
they bring together an enormous range of perspectives in a single investigation. 
Looking at these things together helps make sense of our questions while at the same 
time leaving them open-ended and not reductive or finalised.
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Making Material
Lauren A Wright

Material is a word of particular resonance in the context of 
dance. It is, simultaneously, what creates and what is created 
in choreography – the body’s material makes possible the 
sequence or structures of movement that are the material of 
the work. Choreography is, at its base, the arrangement and 
rearrangement of both materials to create a dance. The task 
of the choreographer and of the dancer – sometimes one 
and the same person – is to call upon and respond to the 
intelligence of the body in service to the work. 

In Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas, bodily material is 
rearranged. Still images of moving bodies are gathered and 
placed in relation to one another to create mobile meanings. 
This is not choreography, but its result is similar: body 
movements in sequence bringing some sort of meaning 
together. Clearly though, the effect of seeing the atlas is 
not the same as the effect of seeing dance. There are things 
missing: duration, for one – the lived time that connects 
each body-moment directly to the next. But even more, the 
reality of a body that actually moves, with its awareness of 
why it is moving and its knowledge about how. 

material / rearranged / to / be (hereafter: material) takes 
up this embodied reality and, by relating to Warburg 
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and to what neuroscience can tell us about the nature 
of that reality, makes it visible in a number of ways. 
Aby Warburg looks at gestures reoccurring in images as 
signifiers of something human that transcends time and 
space – they are way-finders toward subjective experiences 
that exist within their disparate contexts because they are 
somehow fundamental. The artists contributing to material 
consider the movements depicted in Warburg’s library 
from the inside, from the perspective of the person who 
is generating that gesture. They ask: are these gestures 
real? What does it feel like to create these or any gesture, 
movement or action? Or put another way: what is the 
body’s capacity to be aware of its own movement? How 
can that awareness be deepened within the moving body 
or extended beyond it to reach other bodies? 

These questions have arisen and been refined through 
the process of making material, a new process for Siobhan 
Davies Dance and for all of the artists involved. Whereas 
previous Siobhan Davies Dance works have been made 
collectively, here the artists were each invited to make 
a work of their own as a means of digging into these 
shared concerns. Regularly during this year-long process 
of making their works they have come together for solid 
working weeks to share their processes with one another 
and develop a situation for the works to be together in 
the gallery spaces. The aim throughout has always been 
to create a performance-installation that would invite 
audience members to be with the individual works such 
that the artists’ questions and concerns would arise at the 
intersections between them.  

Taking a cue from Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas, the 
artists have created a simple, rearrangable architecture. 
They translated Warburg’s method into a modernist 
language of display inspired by the StrucTube trade 
fair display system, which was invented in 1948 by 
major mid-century American furniture and industrial 
designer George Nelson. Nelson’s system consisted 
of floor-standing frames that could support standard-
sized images for display. The system for material holds 
screens for the projection of images that have become 
an important component of many of the artists’ works. 
The frames can also be used to delineate space and direct 

George Nelson  

Struc-Tube  

The Artist in Social Communication, Chicago, 1948  

Image courtesy of Vitra Design Museum / George Nelson estate
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the audience’s attention by making certain elements or 
actions more or less visible. 

This architecture, and with it the works themselves, 
will be moved around the space according to a score. The 
score accounts for the time it takes for each live work to 
be performed, as well as the time and number of people 
it takes to set it up, the positions in space where each 
work can appear for technical and aesthetic reasons, and 
the conceptual and visual relationships we want to create 
among the works. The score is set to last around four 
hours and will continue as a loop across the run of each 
exhibition, so that timings are different on each six-hour 
performance day. 

Within this rearrangement, the artists’ works 
bring forward a variety of perspectives in relation to 
the questions raised at the outset. In order to attempt 
answers, several have turned to cognitive neuroscience 
and neuropsychology. For instance, Matthias Sperling 
continues his investigations, alongside neuropsychologist 
Guido Orgs, into the relationship of body, mind and 
environment, considering how they constantly reshape 
one another. In Loop Atlas, he creates and performs a 
choreographic task that he calls ‘looping’, an ongoing 
process of rhythmically repeating a movement while 
at the same time allowing the shape of the movement 
to change ever so slightly with each iteration so that it 
gradually evolves into something quite different from 
its previous form. Sperling aims to work at the border 
between visible repetition and invisible difference; to 
sustain the presence of a single movement over time 
while also embodying a continual process of incremental 
change. The effect is to make a deliberate and perceptible 
feedback loop between Sperling’s body and brain: his 
body moves, and his brain responds by adjusting the next 
cycle in the loop to take the beginning and end of the 
previous one into account.

Sperling performs this task sometimes on his own and 
sometimes using video to enhance its effect. He stands 
between a camera and a screen and uses the camera to 
capture short passages of his movement, which are then 
projected onto the screen behind him. By capturing a 
series of these short passages and projecting them he 

Matthias Sperling  

Loop Atlas

Photography by Pari Naderi
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creates images within images, so that we can see him 
performing several different movements side-by-side, 
as in Warburg’s Atlas. He seeks to effectively create a 
sequence of movements or gestures that are perceptible 
as discrete, yet they can also be inseparable from one 
another, morphing in his physical presence one to 
the next. Sperling says that with Loop Atlas he wants to 
create an opportunity to contemplate “whether we can 
experience the emergent process of non-verbal meaning-
making.” Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas has a similar effect 
across stilled gestures rather than moving ones. Loop Atlas 
is decisively oriented toward the future, contemplating 
how science might help us to better harness our bodies’ 
capabilities, and also using the brain’s well-studied 
capacity as a ‘prediction machine’ to keep Sperling’s 
movement evolving. 

Emma Smith also imagines a future characterised 
by new bodily abilities, this time reliant on training 
our capacity for empathy to such an extent that we can 
feel through the actions of another body. Smith’s visual 
art practice is generally concerned with elaborating the 
interconnections and intersubjectivity that exist between 
people – for example, she has worked with a psychologist, 
a cognitive neuroscientist and a musicologist to create a 
new sung language that generates a particular feeling of 
connection amongst individuals who use it. For material 
she creates I+I : Variations on Alteroception, an architecture 
consisting of suspended screens made of copper pipe 
and translucent paper inscribed with visual scores. The 
structure takes influence from Japanese architecture – its 
nuanced relationship between inside and outside as well 
as a dynamic capacity to allow constituent parts to be re-
arranged on each installation.

Working with choreographer Efrosini Protopapa, 
Smith offers a series of scores providing instructions for 
exercises to hone the body’s potential for alteroception 
– feeling through another body. Smith’s structure allows 
visibility of bodies in the space around and within it. 
The suspended scores consider thought as movement and 
are activated by reading and observing other bodies in 
relation to them. 

Emma Smith  

I+I : Variations on Alteroception 

Photography by Pari Naderi



74 75

into infants’ perception of body orientation and movement, 
Smith proposes a yet-to-be discovered human potential to 
feel through one another.

Charlie Morrissey also creates a choreographic scenario 
that queries our ability to identify and interpret another 
person’s actions – he wants to explore what is possible 
for him to experience as a body and to play with the 
discrepancies and convergences between what he feels and 
what the audience see and feel as they watch him. Jumping 
off from Warburg’s unusual taxonomies, Actions from the 
Encyclopaedia of Experience is influenced by a passage 
from Michel Foucault’s The Order of Things. Foucault cites a 
passage from Jorge Luis Borges that lists a series of unusual 
categories for grouping animals in a fictitious Chinese 
encyclopaedia; he observes that this strange taxonomy 
brings forth through ‘the exotic charm of another system 
of thought…the limitation of our own.’ Morrissey moves 
in relation to a series of projected titles describing possible 
and impossible actions of thinking and doing: ‘Actions of 
construction,’ ‘Actions planned but unexecuted,’ ‘Actions 
made in dreams,’ ‘Actions made by my ancestors through 
me,’ etc. Each title induces an attempt by Morrissey to alter 
his experience in action and to make that experience, and 
his attempt, palpable to the audience.

The structure is also accompanied by a number of live 
experiments allowing Smith to test the ends of the body. 
Building on current scientific research into the inter-
subjective powers of human communication I+I evolves 
a hypothesis for future companionship. Referencing 
Warburg’s endeavour to identify our neurological 
capacities for perception of motion, and current research 

Charlie Morrissey  

Actions from the Encyclopaedia of Experience
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Morrissey is informed in creating this work by his 
conversations with the cognitive neuroscientist Anil Seth 
about the extent to which we are active agents in the 
construction of our own realities and how classifications 
and taxonomies influence our ways of seeing and being in 
the world. The work makes visible and tangible the extent 
to which our experiences are works of our embodied 
imaginations.

Efrosini Protopapa’s three-part work, Disputatio (I, II, 
III), investigates the relation between image and the live 
event, representation and embodiment, by zooming into 
one of the categories of Warburg’s taxonomy, disputatio 
– dispute or argument. Taking inspiration from the many 
images in the Warburg Image Library that are classified 
into this category, as well as theories of dispute from 
political philosophy and studies of rhetoric, the work 
explores three elements that together make up the situation 
of an argument: the particular kind of thinking that is 
practiced in disagreement, the structures of speech in an 
argumentative debate and the postures of two parties in 
dispute. These elements make up the three choreographic 
situations Protopapa introduces into the gallery as her 
work: Disputatio I takes the form of a one-to-one encounter 
with a performer who attempts to set-up a situation of 
disagreement with visitors; Disputatio II is an audio piece 
that positions the listener on one side of a two-way 
argumentative conversation; and Disputatio III uses animation 
to playfully present a series of changing pairs of figures 
in dispute extracted from images in the Warburg library.

Protopapa works frequently with the notion of thinking 
itself as a choreographic action. This work asks: What does 
disagreement look like? How can dispute be practiced as a 
way of thinking together with, rather than against another? 
And how might we embody the positions, rhythms and 
movements involved in such a practice of disagreement?

Where Protopapa gives members of the audience 
the opportunity to embody elements of Warburg’s 
images, with Figuring, Siobhan Davies and Helka Kaski 
have experimented with trying to take on themselves 
postures and gestures they have observed in the Image 
Library. However, they have found that there is always 
an unbridgeable gap between them and the bodies in 

Efrosini Protopapa  

Disputatio II

Photography by Pari Naderi
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the images – a function of time and, perhaps the loss of 
the movements depicted from the embodied vocabulary 
of contemporary life, but also of the fact that the bodies 
in the images are themselves pictured in ways that are 
invented by artists. Indeed, it is often impossible to know 
whether the movements and gestures depicted would ever 
have been inhabited by a real person. 

Instead, Davies and Kaski are examining their own 
movement and seeking to understand how gestures 
they might do themselves, or they might see others do, 
are really generated. Are they a function of memory? 
How can they be broken down and changed as they are 
made? How can they be emphasised or avoided? Their 
process has been further informed by conversations with 

Siobhan Davies and Helka Kaski 

Figuring

Photography by Pari Naderi

clinical neurophysiologist Jonathan Cole who has worked 
extensively with people whose pathologies prevent them 
from accessing and using the gestures we take for granted. 
Instead they have to apply themselves consciously to 
relearning how to use and temper their expressive body 
in order to communicate more completely. Working side-
by-side, Davies and Kaski create various choreographic 
situations that explore and isolate familiar movements, 
allowing them to explore the boundaries between gestures 
and postures. They create narratives from the knowledge 
and memories of their bodies that are clear to them as they 
work but might be indecipherable to the viewer. They wish 
to see for themselves and for the audience to experience 
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how their embodied archive might form an enlivened 
‘language of gestures,’ to borrow Warburg’s term.

Andrea Buckley’s three-part work In Tension also 
encourages close attention, on behalf of the artist and the 
audience, to the detail of the movement she is making as 
she performs. Buckley’s dance and making practice turns 
around improvisation, responding to tasks or situations 
with movement generated on the spot from her repertoire 
of experience and embodied knowledge. As she writes: “I’m 
interested in the imprinted sense of the way we are in the 
world. An oscillation between places from here to there, 
zooming into the in-between moment. There’s a transparency 
of the inner life of the body as a whole. The challenge is to stay 
fluid in all its dimensions, not getting stuck in the mechanical 
patterns of moving parts. In Tension re-engages in action through 
sensing, tracking, listening: letting go to be simply present.’’

In part one, Body, she makes all this visible by moving 
in front of a camera that captures and projects onto a screen 
the detail of her feet as she shifts her balance and passes 
from one position to another. On an adjacent screen, she 
makes visible source material from her research process  – 
drawings, films or images she has made.

Andrea Buckley  

left: In Tension (Body), right: In Tension (Gravity)

Photography by Pari Naderi

A second work, Gravity, considers in detail the feeling 
of being off kilter in movement and in our relationship 
to the world in general. Buckley shows filmed images of 
animate and inanimate matter wobbling off-balance, and 
in relation to these images, she moves in order to explore 
the line of a balance always in jeopardy. 

Her final element, Environment, is a film installation 
of an improvised series of movements performed in 
a confined space she encountered while travelling in 
Italy. The narrow space, a stone drain, becomes a site 
where she changes her orientation, swinging and diving 
and exploring the boundaries. Here her concern is the 
effect of an environment on the body and it’s movement 
possibilities. Across all three of her works, Buckley seeks 
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to account for her body’s capacity to make sense of the 
primary conditions of her environment.

Design duo Glithero, Sarah van Gameren and Tim 
Simpson, are also concerned with how bodies navigate given 
situations, and with Datum, created in collaboration with 
Siobhan Davies and Helka Kaski, they extend their interest 
in the instruments or tools that we use to make definitive 
sense of space. These are seen in comparison or relation with 
the way our senses inform our notion of where we are, with 
the body mediating between objective and felt knowledge. 
Glithero examine the movements that are involved with the 
plotting or surveying of space, with the act of measuring 
involving physical interaction with tools that are both dictated 
by the form of the body and structure its motion.

Glithero have specially designed a version of the chalk 
line tool used to draw straight marks between points in 
construction to allow Davies and Kaski to investigate and 
survey the gallery space by creating a drawing. Adapting to 
each of the spaces material will visit, in the Barbican Curve the 
drawing is made of carefully placed straight lines that come 
together to demarcate a parabolic curve. Progressing between 
two plumb lines suspended at either end of the gallery space 
they create the drawing by moving together and coming apart 
to create marks in the space with their tool, always connected 
to each other by a straight line. As one moves along a line 
between the plumbline and the wall, the other moves in 
equidistant steps along the curve. They make a mark between 

Glithero  

Datum  

Above: Photography by Pari Naderi

Right: Image courtesy of Glithero
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them by extending and plucking the chalk line with each 
successive step, and the accumulation of lines begins to form 
a curve following that of the space. The responsibility for the 
position of each line is shared between them and their ever-
changing distance affects the nature of their dialogue. 

This work extends Glithero’s practice of investigating 
ephemeral or intangible materials such as candle wax and 
flammable paint – they create design scenarios to highlight and 
stretch the qualities of the materials such that their works are 
not completed forms but constant undertakings or processes. 
Here the materials are chalk, bodies and space, all brought 
briefly together to clarify their relation to one another and to 
disclose the tacit knowledge involved in negotiating between 
them. Datum amplifies the choreography of a simple task applied 
thoughtfully to a specific setting through simple and careful 
repetition and cooperation – the result reveals the spatial and 
temporal field of action for all the other artists’ works. 

Aby Warburg was concerned with creating a structure 
to reveal more implicit or dispersed forms of knowledge 
and experience. Warburg’s system, his Mnemosyne 
Atlas, has long been a site of fascination for the visual 
artist Jeremy Millar. Millar’s practice often proceeds by 
closely investigating the work of other artists, writers and 
cultural figures through his writing, films, photography, 

Jeremy Millar  

top: Daphne, bottom & right: Melancholy Mobiles

Images courtesy of Jeremy Millar
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sculpture, and curating. Millar’s responses frequently 
isolate stories, coincidences and little-known details 
of these figures’ lives or interests. He has spent time 
investigating Warburg’s work and legacy over a number 
of years, including making the film Daphne (2013) in the 
Photographic Collection at the Warburg Institute; the film 
meditates on the details of the space and of the work of 
its librarian as he examines images of the mythical figure 
of Daphne, who transforms into a laurel tree. 

Alongside his film for material, Millar is making two 
Melancholy Mobiles, somewhat reminiscent of Alexander 
Calder’s floating and balancing forms. Millar replaces 
Calder’s two-dimensional floating shapes with three-
dimensional ‘Dürer Solids’ – the mysterious polyhedron 
that appears prominently in Albrecht Dürer’s famous 1514 
engraving Melancholia I. Made of dark, lustrous material, 
the forms do not suggest the playfulness normally 
associated with mobiles. Rather, they recall the depression 
from which Warburg suffered throughout his life, and 
the ‘saturnine’ character which many artists are said to 
possess. Here melancholy is presented as an ongoing 
process of balance, something which allows the making 
of a certain beauty, and grace, but which requires care 
and attention, also. Warburg saw Dürer’s etching as a 
‘consoling, humanistic message of liberation from the 
fear of Saturn’ and considered the brooding female figure 
as ‘a thinking, working human being’, her access to 
spiritual and intellectual capacity giving her a way out 
of depression. Floating above the space, Millar’s mobiles 
become an emblem of the dance artists’ capacities to 
express and process feeling and thought through their 
movement – a capacity native to us all, to which the artists 
signal our access.

This ability to connect feeling, thinking and moving 
is the core of material / rearranged / to be – it is the material 
being arranged and rearranged by the artists and the 
audience. Warburg points us toward it through his deeply 
astute observation and evidencing of the  universality of 
this ability among people, no matter their context. But 
ultimately, real bodies move, and still images of them 
do not – images will always be approximations, however 
useful. Through their choreographic and creative process, 

and its resulting artistic propositions brought together 
fluidly in space, the artists of material make, unmake and 
remake our awareness of ourselves as knowing, feeling, 
moving humans. 



88 89

 Image credits (by page number)

1. Images courtesy of Andrea Buckley

2. Clockwise: Phillipe-Alain Michaud ‘Aby Warburg and 

the Image in Motion’ 2007, footnote 64, p.372; Image 

courtesy of Andrea Buckley

3. Clockwise: Image courtesy of Charlie Morrissey;  

Image courtesy of Andrea Buckley

4. Image courtesy of Andrea Buckley. 

5. Clockwise: Image courtesy of Andrea Buckley;  

Image courtesy of the Warburg Institute, School  

of Advanced Study, University of London

6. Clockwise: Images courtesy of Charlie Morrissey; 

Image courtesy of Andrea Buckley

7. Plastering Plain & Decorative by William Millar and George 

Bankart, image courtesy of Glithero

8. Images courtesy of the Warburg Institute, School  

of Advanced Study, University of London

9. Image courtesy of the Warburg Institute, School  

of Advanced Study, University of London

10. Clockwise: Georges Didi-Huberman ‘Atlas: How to 

carry the world on one’s back’ 2010, p.34; Image courtesy 

of the Warburg Institute, School of Advanced Study, 

University of London

11. Images courtesy of the Warburg Institute, School  

of Advanced Study, University of London 

12. Clockwise: Image courtesy of the Warburg Institute, 

School of Advanced Study, University of London; 

Image courtesy of Emma Smith

13. Image courtesy of Emma Smith

14. Clockwise: Daniel C. Dennett ‘Cycles’, https://www.

edge.org/annual-question/2011/response/10329; 

Image courtesy of the Warburg Institute, School of 

Advanced Study, University of London

15. Albrecht Dürer, Melencolia I, Engraving, 239 x 189 mm, 

1514

16. Image courtesy of the Warburg Institute, School  

of Advanced Study, University of London

17. Images courtesy of Glithero

18. Clockwise: Image courtesy of the Warburg Institute, 

School of Advanced Study, University of London; 

Georges Didi-Huberman ‘Atlas: How to carry the world  

on one’s back’ 2010, p.130

19. Image courtesy of the Warburg Institute, School  

of Advanced Study, University of London

20. Clockwise: Image courtesy of Andrea Buckley; Image 

courtesy of Glithero

21. The Exhibition of the Photographic Society of London 

and the Societe Français de Photographie at The 

South Kensington Museum, photo Charles Thurston 

Thompson. London, England, 1858 © Victoria and 

Albert Museum, London

22. Clockwise: Francis Alys, Untitled (MusicalChairs), 2006, 

image courtesy of Francis Alys; Pamela McCorduck  

‘Identifying The Principles, Perhaps The Laws, Of Intelligence’, 

https://www.edge.org/annualquestion/2016/

response/26557

23. Francis Alys, Untitled (MusicalChairs), 2006,  

image courtesy of Francis Alys 

24. Image courtesy of Glithero

25. Motion study: male nude, standing jump to right, 1885,  

Image courtesy of the Pennsylvania Academy of  

the Fine Arts, Philadelphia. Charles Bregler’s Thomas 

Eakins Collection, purchased with the partial support 

of the Pew Memorial Trust

26. Georges Didi-Huberman ‘Atlas: How to carry the world  

on one’s back’ 2010, p.132 

27. Images courtesy of the Warburg Institute, School  

of Advanced Study, University of London

28. Clockwise: Phillipe-Alain Michaud ‘Aby Warburg and the 

Image in Motion’ 2007, p.203; Image courtesy of Glithero

29. Images courtesy of the Warburg Institute, School of 

Advanced Study, University of London

30. Image courtesy of the Warburg Institute, School  

of Advanced Study, University of London

31. Clockwise: Image courtesy of Glithero; Image  

courtesy of Andrea Buckley

The Curve, Barbican, London, 20–28 January 2017

Tramway, Glasgow, 22–30 April 2017

The Whitworth, University of Manchester, 6–14 May 2017

Bluecoat, Liverpool, 1–9 July 2017

Copyright © Siobhan Davies Dance

Photography by Pari Naderi

Catalogue designed by THREAD Design 

Catalogue edited by Fiona Campbell and Lauren A Wright 

Catalogue printed by Service Print Hong Kong

 

Siobhan Davies Dance  

85 St. George’s Road, London SE1 6ER

T +44 207 091 9650, www.siobhandavies.com

 

Registered charity no. 1010786

Published by Siobhan Davies Dance 2017

ISBN: 978-0-9927974-2-3

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be 

reproduced in any form by any electronic or mechanical means 

(including photography, recording or information storage or 

revival) without permission in writing from the publisher.

Credits

 
 
material / rearranged / to / be is produced by Siobhan Davies Dance 

With thanks to generous support from Cockayne –  
Grants for the Arts and The London Community Foundation. 

Supported using public funding by Arts Council England.
Presented in collaboration with Tramway.
In association with the Warburg Institute, School of Advanced Study, University of London.

Acknowledgements:

With thanks to the following for their support and 

contributions to material / rearranged / to / be: 

Simon Bayly; Guy Claxton; Caryl Churchill; Dr Julia F. 

Christensen; Professor Jonathan Cole; DansOx,  

St Hilda’s College, Oxford, especially Sue Jones;  

Luke Dodds; Scott deLahunta; Lizz Fort; David Hinton; 

Hireapitch UK; Oliver Jennings; Joe Kelleher; Liverpool 

Improvisation Collective; Dr Dick McCaw; Dave Meckin; 

Guido Orgs; George Papadatos; Loukas Protopapas;  

Anil Seth; Dr Tiffany Watt Smith; Eckhard Thiemann; 

Livewire Transport; The Warburg Institute, especially 

Professor David Freedberg, Andrew Hewish, 

Christopher Johnson, Paul Taylor, Johannes von 

Müller and the Bilderfahrzeuge Group; The 

Wellcome Collection, especially Emily Wiles and  

Luke Currall; Bob Wheeler from RLW Consultancy; 

Dan Williams; and Sara Wookey.

Siobhan Davies is a Senior Research Fellow  

at C-DaRE, Coventry University.

Production team:

Produced by Siobhan Davies Dance

Designer and Technical Consultant: Sam Collins

Production Manager: Lee Regan

AV design and programming: Rob Prouse

Artists: Andrea Buckley, Siobhan Davies, Glithero  

(Tim Simpson and Sarah van Gameren), Helka Kaski,  

Pano Masti, Jeremy Millar, Charlie Morrissey,  

Efrosini Protopapa, Emma Smith, and Matthias Sperling.

Fabrication: Square One

Siobhan Davies Dance staff support by:  

Laura Aldridge, Aymie Backler, Christine Billings,  

Fiona Campbell. Erin Gavaghan, Adam Gray,  

Demsey Legrand, Maya Ophelia, Hakim Oreagba,  

Claudia Tonnieto, Judith Ward, Lauren A Wright.

And former staff: Kate Coyne, Ellen Davnall, Erik Ehrsson, 

Alison Proctor, Anne Rieger. 

Siobhan Davies Dance’s Board of Trustees: Peter Barker, 

Marie McClusky, Kate McCullagh, Alison Meyric-Hughes, 

Paul Morrell (Chair), Sarah Wigglesworth.



91



92 93



94

material / rearranged / to / be 
material / rearranged / to / be  is a performance installation work produced 
by Siobhan Davies Dance. Comprised of multiple contributions by 
choreographers, visual artists and designers, it includes performance, film 
projection, and sculptural objects that are presented as an ever-changing 
arrangement. Exploring our bodies’ capacity to communicate, the work is 
inspired by the practices of the art historian Aby Warburg who collected 
diverse images of human gestures and poses from different times and 
places, positioning them side by side to allow new relationships to emerge. 

This publication includes archival images from the Warburg Institute 
and other sources that have provided inspiration to the artists during the 
making process, an introduction to the work by choreographer Siobhan 
Davies, a conversation between the Warburg Institute and Siobhan Davies 
Dance, alongside texts by artist Jeremy Millar, choreographer Jonathan 
Burrows, and Siobhan Davies Dance programme director, Lauren A Wright.
 
material / rearranged / to / be was first performed in the Barbican Curve 
Gallery, London in January 2017. 
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