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Resolving the Desire to Play 

Omer Keinan 

“When a fantasy object, something imagined, an object from inner space, enters our ordinary 

reality, the texture of reality is twisted, distorted. This is how desire inscribes itself into reality, by 

distorting it. Desire is a wound of reality. The art (of cinema) consists in arousing desire, to play with 

desire. But, at the same time, keeping it at a safe distance, domesticating it, rendering it palpable.”      

(Slavoj Žižek in The Pervert’s Guide to Cinema1, parentheses added.) 

 

Abstract 

Why move? What does the embodiment of an imperceptible fantasy, imagination, afford? From a 

psychoanalytic perspective (Winnicott; Žižek), we unravel how movement affords the interaction of 

the inner reality with the external world – that in their interplay and conflict facilitate creativity, 

self-discovery, and manifestation of desire. What agency is afforded by this interplay and conflict? 

From a philosophical perspective (Certeau; Baudrillard), we consider how the tension between the 

individual and their reality inherently necessitates action for the sake of the individual’s agency; 

how agency is sedimented in and urgent to the practitioner’s reality, and as such, in and to the body 

of the practitioner. 

How move? How does the imagination become embodied, gaining agency in resistance to reality, 

facilitating creativity and desire? From the perspective of semiology (Saussure; Derrida; Barthes), 

we contemplate embodied technique (Spatz) as a paradigm for conceptualizing the process of 

embodying the imagination: how tracing this process as such can potentially engender a mapping 

of qualities, intensities, and patterns individual to the practitioner and – through their comparison 

and generalization – collective to a community. How can these maps be manipulated; what are their 

relatively reliable affordances across different bodies; and how they be rigorously researched as to 

substantiate further theory and devise new forms of practice? 

 

Why move? 

A primal question haunts performance practice: Why move? Particularly emblematic of, pertinent 

in, but not exclusive to, practices concerned with the embodiment of the imagination: embodiment 

as the relative efficacy of the body as perceptible movement, and of the mind as imperceptible 

imagined fantasy; psychology, as it were in Zarrilli’s paradigm of ‘psychophysical’ performance2, 

becoming embodied, physical. Imagination and embodiment here do not delineate delimited 

categories of body and mind – or conscious and unconscious – rather they are meant to outline 

processes penetrating through those categories. By constructing this process as starting from the 

imagination, the intention is to emphasize the experiential, “pre-expressive” quality of movement, 

without or before delimiting its perceptible quality to certain aesthetics. 

A practitioner is lying with their eyes close, abandoning the body to the ground, manifesting 

their childhood room: the sights, the sounds, the smells. The image (imagined) is affecting and 

 
1 Fiennes, Sophie, Slavoj Žižek, Martin Rosenbaum, Georg Misch, Ralph Wieser, Remko Schnorr, Ethel Shepherd, and 
Tony Myers. The Pervert's Guide to Cinema. 2006. 
2 Zarrilli, Phillip B. Psychophysical Acting: An Intercultural Approach After Stanislavski. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 
2008.  
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moving, kinetic – so much so that one can be perfectly, innocently satisfied remaining seemingly 

still and simply listening to the ambience, relishing in the calm. But what is this lingering tension 

calling for enaction? 

Psychoanalysis 

We can draw on psychoanalytic thought to begin exploring the innate agency to embody an image 

born of the inner reality of the practitioner through movement, interaction with the external world. 

Donald Winnicott’s Playing and Reality3 states a theoretical ‘area of playing’: ‘’This area of 

playing is not inner psychic reality. It is outside the individual, but it is not the external world.” (p. 

69) It is a liminal space of negotiation – interplay and conflict, tension – in the limit of two distinct 

realities. Here, the subjective inner psychic reality and the objective external material world. One 

projects their inner reality onto the external one, imbuing it with potential dream meaning; and 

gathers objects or phenomena from the external world into a personal realm, where their meaning 

and qualities are transformed.  The inherent value of playing is that “in playing and only in playing 

that the individual child or adult is able to be creative and to use the whole personality, and it is only 

in being creative that the individual discovers the self” (p. 72).  

Winnicott suggests envisioning the intense preoccupation of a young child playing alone with their 

toys, finding wonder with intense concentration, as a state of playing. The child is playing with a 

broom as if it is a horse, a spontaneous act of creativity and self-expression. The child is projecting 

their internal imagination, a subjective game of make-believe, onto an external object, material 

reality. In this ‘potential space’, the horse-subject and broom-object form a relationship of interplay 

and conflict, becoming mutually crucial to the playing enacted by the child. 

In the context of embodied research, playing facilitates the research itself. In the specific context of 

imagination-embodiment, the practitioner negotiates the tension between their inner reality and 

the external world, thus facilitating creativity, self-discovery. They embody the limit of 

imperceptible imagination and perceptible movement, foregrounding a certain efficacy of 

performance. 

“Playing is essentially satisfying. This is true even when it leads to a high degree of anxiety” 

(p. 69). Winnicott elaborates on the several factors of this anxiety, one of which is particularly 

relevant to this discussion. The act of self-discovery in playing can imply danger for the individual’s 

sense of self, or their relationship with the world: “playing is inherently exciting and precarious … 

precariousness that belongs to the interplay in the child's mind of that which is subjective (near-

hallucination) and that which is objectively perceived (actual, or shared reality)” (p. 70, parentheses 

original). 

The opening quote from Slavoj Žižek depicts he projection of the inner reality onto or through the 

external world – playing – as satisfying a desire: a libidinal energy, a primordial urge, which demands 

the agency to interact with or manipulate the very world it is structured by. Here, the anxiety 

accompanying satisfaction manifests as “desire (inscribing) itself into reality, by distorting it”, “a 

wound of reality”. The axis-mundi of this desire has taken many forms throughout the 

psychoanalytic corpus: as a duality of creation and destruction; of understanding yourself and being 

understood by others; and so on. Much like the ‘area of playing’ described by Winnicott, Žižek 

described how the libidinal energy negotiates with the external world – both material reality and 

 
3 Winnicott, Donald Woods. Playing and Reality. Tavistock, 1971. 
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fictive reality socially constructed unto materiality – as to manifest, resolve itself, forming a symbolic 

space for their interplay and conflict. In that liminal symbolic space, the libido is engraved in or 

transformed onto the body by taking a phantasmic form, a spectral presence. “Our libido needs an 

illusion in order to sustain itself”. Desire, seeking agency, negotiates with the external reality by 

manifesting a phantasm, an image – and it is its embodiment which arms desire with flesh and bones 

to gain agency.4  

 So, why move? Movement presents an opportunity for interaction of the inner reality with 

the external world, that in their interplay and conflict facilitate creativity, self-discovery, and 

manifestation of desire. Through movement, we gain agency. 

Philosophy 

There is an ambiguous, multivalent tension in and between committing to the imperceptible 

imagined fantasy – as a function of inner reality, desire, or otherwise – and its contingent 

manipulation or distortion as it becomes perceptible movement, emanating through material 

reality. The energy generated from that very tension, in this ‘space of playing’, mobilizes the 

practitioner. From the perspective of philosophy, we unfold our elucidating hypotheses: the tension 

between the individual and reality external to them inherently necessitates action for the sake of 

the individual’s agency.  

Michel de Certeau’s The Practice of Everyday Life5 discusses the tension between the 

individual and their reality as a sort of polemological scene of the “weak” resisting the “strong” 

“(whether the strength be that of powerful people or of violence of things or of an imposed order, 

etc.)” (p. xix, parentheses original). The weak utilize the very ancient art of “making do”, which has 

to do with capitalizing on opportunities to express their agency within the system by “ways of 

operating”, practices: “clever tricks, knowing how to get away with things, “hunter’s cunning”, 

maneuvers, polymorphic situations, joyful discoveries, poetic as well as warlike” (p. xix). The 

practice of surviving reality is not limited to the struggles of the repressed, nor to humanity, nor to 

conscious upheaval – as they can be thought of as the, almost instinctual, adaptation or “disguises 

that certain fishes or plants execute with extraordinary virtuosity. The procedures of this art can be 

found in the farthest reaches of the domain of the living” (p. 40).  

These operations demand an infiltration into the territory of reality and its imposed systems; they 

“must play on and with a terrain imposed on it and organized by the law of a foreign power. [They 

do] not have the mean to keep to [themselves]” (p. 37). “The play that it introduces into the 

foundation of power” (p. 39) facilitates an ‘area of playing’ – in terminology of Winnicott – “between 

the person (who uses them) and these products (indexes of the “order” which is imposed on 

[them])” (p.32, parentheses original). In this tactical space of playing, the “weak” inner reality is in 

interplay and conflict with the “strong” external world, where the individual can express their 

creativity and discover themselves. A tension both resisting and contingent upon the external world. 

An example of the art of “making do”: “Thus a North African living in Paris or Roubaix (France) 

insinuates into the system imposed on him by the construction of a low-income housing 

development or of the French language the ways of “dwelling” (in a house or a language) peculiar 

to his native Kabylia. He superimposes them and, by that combination, creates for himself a space 

 
4 Exemplifying an assemblage of ideas and processes – better conceptualized as rhizomatic – as linear is intended as a 
provisional suspension of complexity for the sake of literary clarity.  
5 Certeau, Michel De. The Practice of Everyday Life. Trans. Steven Rendall. Berkeley, CA: U of California, 2008.  
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in which he can find ways of using the constraining order of the place or of the language. Without 

leaving the place where he has no choice but to live and which lays down its law for him, he 

stablishes within it a degree of plurality and creativity. By an art of being in between, he draws 

unexpected results from this situation.” (p.30, italics original) 

We can read Certeau’s theory by analogy with embodiment. The systems of reality represent the 

embodied technique, and the “art of making do” represents desire seeking agency through 

embodied practice. The practitioner is in tension with their body as it is structured by knowledge 

beyond the omnipotence of the (conscious) mind; knowledge that has sedimented itself in the 

practitioner’s physiology throughout their life experience, solicited or otherwise.6 Figuratively, 

desire is “trapped” within the confines of a materiality, the borders of which are marked with skin. 

Beyond those borders, the systems of reality represent the external world, and the “art of making 

do” represents the inner reality seeking agency to interact and influence that world. The 

practitioner’s tension is in their phenomenology encountering the forces of materiality, and all the 

more harrowing, society – a tension which necessitates action, reaction, interaction. By both 

analogies, embodied practice empowers this tension to manifest as an ‘area of playing’, “the plural 

mobility of goals and desires- an art of manipulating and enjoying” (p. xxii).  

Jean Baudrillard’s The Spirit of Terrorism7, examines terrorism as a natural response to 

globalization. In the tension between the individual and the aggression of systems imposed onto 

their reality, the individual is “very logically- and inexorably” driven by “the increase in the power 

of power” – which “heightens the will to destroy it” – to retaliate (pp. 5-6). Such is that “it was the 

system [globalization] itself which created the objective conditions for this brutal retaliation 

[terrorism]” (p. 7). These two opposing forces “are at once both irreducible to each other and 

inextricably linked” (p. 11). Here, Baudrillard is set as a radical example of the ontological resistance 

of an individual to their reality and foregrounds a crucial aspect of the agency entailed in this 

tension: its inherence does not constitute its determination. Not a theory of a “objective 

complicity”, rather one where “the intentions of the actors, and the very stakes of their actions” (p. 

43), are the crux and progenitor of agency. The tension between the individual and reality external 

to them inherently necessitates action for the sake of the individual’s agency. 

For both Certeau and Baudrillard, agency is sedimented in and urgent to the practitioner’s 

reality and the intricate and abundant tension it entails. Agency is embodied in the practitioner. 

Practice 

In a practice session with Adam Bailes, Ariel Hayun, Lena Klink, Omer Keinan, Ruby Frances Jones, 

and Susanna Ylikoski, we explored embodiment as a process of imagination into movement.  

Suski: I connected to the body in opposition with the [imagined] image. Afterwards I was 
contemplating how you acknowledge in the moment that there is a natural conflict. 
Between the actuality of the body in the space and the image, there is already a tension.  
 

Ruby: I relate to this conflict with an overarching question that recurs in this practice: Why am I 
moving? I don’t need to move! I can just be this thing in this space, and it doesn’t make 
sense that it wants to move. So why am I moving?! This is my conflict. So, what is moving? 
Is moving my way of sensing as this? How do I negotiate that conflict, this need to move? 

 
6 “[To] whatever extent the anatomy of the body is shaped through technique, physiology itself can be understood as 
a form of sedimented agency.” (Spatz, Ben. What a Body Can Do. Routledge, Taylor & Francis; Francis Group, 2015.) 
7 Baudrillard, Jean. The Spirit of Terrorism and Other Essays. Trans. Chris Turner. London: Verso, 2012.  
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Suski: I also battle with this. To move or not to move. I find my body in a situation where I am 

informed that it is “impossible” for the body to move; I do this wiggle motion until the 
body resolves and is informed to move. 
 

Ruby: I easily find a reason to move if I create some kind of narrative or emotion in me. I don’t 
move as the initial image itself; I give it an emotion to feel, which gives me a reason to 
move – a reason to interrogate the space. I have to challenge the image in order to change 
it, so that I find a reason to move, which is where a narrative emerges. 
 

Omer: So that reason to move is a medium. 
 

Ariel: If I find myself in a certain imagined space, and I don’t feel like imitating someone moving 
in it, I try to invite how I would feel in that specific space. The emotion that comes with 
the image is what allows me to initiate movement. 
 

Ruby: In order to explore, as a human being, with a body and a space, you have to put a human 
reason into that situation. It is what I am naturally inclined to do. When the image had a 
recognizable intention, then the manipulation of my imagined space affected the body. 
  

Omer: The drama that is created vibrates the image strongly enough to invite movement. 
 

Adam: For me, it was about finding a way around this conflict – it felt like a barrier which I don’t 
have the language to respond to. Your natural way is to be moving, moving in a free way. 
When you come towards a force that’s blocking you,  and it is not one that you can explain 
– a new experience, a strange environment – you try to find your natural movement: 
movement is created in response to that opposing force.  
 

Omer: So it is like going back home, re-finding a way to move. 
 

Adam: A force that stops you being able to move – the natural response to that is movement.  
 

Ruby: When you come across a restriction, a force you feel at odds with, whether it be imagined 
or self-enforced, just that conflict itself gives you a reason to move, to push past it. 
 

Adam: When this force is unknown, foreign or symbolic, you manipulate it into a something 
known as to perceive it. As you’re trying to understand what that force is, movement is 
created. This thing you are going against is something which can support you. 

 

How move? 

Our original question: Why move? – has unfolded, evolving to: Why do we desire to play? What 

agency is afforded by playing? The subsequent question, which appears in the conversation above, 

can be: How do we resolve the desire to play? How does desire gain agency in resistance to reality? 

What do we do with this agency? How does the image become embodied? What manipulations do 

we enact onto that image or that process? How do we trace this process? How is it indicative of 

individual tendencies and aesthetics?  

A practitioner is lying with their eyes close, abandoning the body to the ground, manifesting their 

childhood room: the sights, the sounds, the smells. The image is affecting and moving, kinetic – so 
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much so that one can be perfectly, innocently satisfied remaining seemingly still and simply listening 

to the ambience, relishing in the calm. But what is this lingering tension calling for enaction? 

Ever knowledgeable about the nature of playing, they acknowledge and embrace the tension, as it 

activates every cell in their body, “reverberating, echoing, morphing, transforming” (Žižek). A surge 

of energy, lightning excited by this tension, seeks to mobilize the body. But how? What in that image 

prompts them to move? And in which way would they move, having been prompted? Where will 

the energy travel on a journey which resolves in movement? 

In our endeavor through psychoanalytic and philosophic thought, we have established that 

the innate agency born in the practitioner of the tension between their inner reality and external 

world. Met with resistance, it will seek a resolution. From the perspective of desire seeking agency, 

we have proposed that desire will attempt to engage with reality by taking the form of a symbolic 

object, a phantasma (Žižek), thus forming an ‘area of playing’ between the inner reality and external 

world (Winnicott) where the desire can be integrated. We now sink our curiosity into the palpable 

gap between the symbolic quality of the imagination and the material quality of embodiment as it 

is ensnared in material reality: the embodied technique which manifests within this liminal space, 

and its “surreptitious and guileful “movements” (Certeau, pp. 34-35). The “very activity of “making 

do””, which has to do with the process of transmutation undergone by or enacted onto the image, 

as a function of desire, until it resolves in action – becomes “enact-able” by transforming into an 

event, an action, or an interaction. 

The phenomena here forth dubbed ‘resolution’ can be unfolded in embodied research through 

practices concerned with the imagination. Embodied technique, in the sense developed by Ben 

Spatz in What a Body Can Do, is conceptualized as an amalgam of conscious and unconscious 

embodied knowledge – developed through specialized and everyday practices. The desire takes the 

form of an imagined image, which through a process of visualization – as per the conversation 

above: external to the body, of the body, or of a recognizable disposition or intent which can 

motorize the body (often a narrative) – sets in motion a journey into movement and towards reality. 

Embodiment here is a recursive cycle of visualization and physicalization, fueled by desire and 

angled towards agency. While reverse-engineering the desire which this image fulfills8 is beyond the 

scope of our discourse, we can relatively reliably trace the process it undergoes on its journey. 

Questioning what this process reveals about the practitioner facilitating it, and potentially about the 

situation or environment and their effect on the practitioner.  

For example, the image of a tree manifests. Suspending the ‘why, we inquire: How did practitioner 

visualize their particular tree manifest? What are its qualities? Which knowledge, particular to the 

practitioner, did it activate as it formed those qualities? How did the practitioner’s environment, or 

the situation they are in, effect the activation of knowledge? And: How was the image manifested 

physically? How were the visualization and physicality distorted in this process? Perhaps the tree – 

through visualization – becomes climbable, and thus interactable. It could have just as well had 

collapsed onto the practitioner, supplied them with shelter from a storm, incited an emotional 

response, or imposed its quality into the body. As the cycle of energy is maintained in the continuous 

transformation of the image, so does our line questioning – slicing through it with rigor. They have 

climbed the tree, but what now? Perhaps they grow wings and fly. How did the wings grow, in which 

specific manner? How was this process physicalized, and how did that inform the image? Which 

 
8 See for example the theory of ‘active imagination’ developed by Jung (Jung, Carl G. Jung on Active Imagination. 
Edited by Joan Chodorow, Princeton University Press, 1997.) 
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embodied knowledge was activated the growth of wings, or was activated by it? How did the 

practitioner’s environment invoke this transformation?  

Semiology 

Desire empathically traverses areas, dimensions, pathways of embodied technique towards agency, 

tension expanding until a momentary resolution, manifesting an ‘area of playing’. The resolution 

collapses, and the process perseveres. From the perspective of semiology, we can provisionally 

conceptualize embodied technique as models of meaning-making and “associative resolution”. 

Semiology studies the process of meaning making between signs. A sign is formed of two 

complementary parts: a signifier and its signified meaning. For example, the sign ‘horse’ is 

comprised of the word “horse”, the signifier, which signifies the idea of a horse, the signified.9 Alas, 

the process of semiosis, meaning making, is neither settled nor stable. The “complete” sign of a 

horse forms a new signifier, seeking to make more meaning. This creates a semiotic chain of ongoing 

meaning-making.10  For example, the sign ‘horse’ may signify the idea of a regality, which itself may 

signify kingdom, which may signify godhood, and so on and so forth. Meaning is kinetic and mobile 

along a semiotic chain. Now, ‘horse’ is a polysemic signifier, such that affords various possible 

meaning: just as it signified regality, it could signify the Greek god Poseidon, or Peter Shaffer’s play 

‘Equus’, which themselves would branch into various chains of meaning. Thus, signs form a semiotic 

network, where meaning is not anchored in the signifiers themselves, but rather in flux between 

them, relative to one another.  

Semiotic theory, studying language as a system of signs, is also applicable to the study of systems of 

signs as language.11  We can conceptualize embodiment as one such semiotic network: sensations, 

emotions, memories, and so on, all intertwined and forming complex relations. Tension, in the sense 

developed so far, sparks a semiotic reaction, a surge of energy extending along multiple pathways, 

multiple possible meanings, by means of complex association. It can be said that the libidinal desire 

is the core of this semiosis, only recognizable after it has made some way along the network and 

become a sign12. The manifested image travelling along this network, transforming until eventually 

becoming embodied, or embodiable. Furthermore, returning to the example of a child playing with 

a broom as if it were a horse, the semiotic surge forms a channel of negotiation between inner 

reality and the external world. The surge is anchored in and enabled by the external object of a 

broom: through a process of transfiguration, the material broom is internalized, becoming a sign; 

inciting a reaction which will resolve in play with the broom, a horse. Inversely, the surge originates 

in the child, until it finds a suitable resolution, a broom. Either way, the process is almost 

instantaneous, omnidirectional, and results is a superposition of meaning, a horsebroom; what is 

neither-both a horse and-or a broom. This semiotic metamorphosis of meaning is playing. 

Practice  

Continuing the conversation from the practice session: 

 
9 Saussure, Ferdinand, Charles Bally, and Albert Sechehaye. Course in General Linguistics. New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1966.  
10 Sallis, John. Deconstruction and Philosophy: The Texts of Jacques Derrida. University of Chicago Press, 1988. 
11 A semiotic distinction is to be made here. When embodiment is conceptualized through semiology, one of the two 
principles of linguistic semiosis is omitted: embodied-signs are relative, but not arbitrary. For the sake of literary 
clarity, another suspension of complexity. 
12 The term ‘symbol’ carries specific meaning in semiotic discourse, and as such I opted to shift terminology here. 



8 

Lena: If, for example, I imagine hanging, I first need to reach up so I can hang onto something. 
The conflict is that you’re simultaneously reaching for the place where you are going to 
hang from, and already manifesting the idea of hanging itself. When that translated to the 
body, I found that this conflict shaped the structure of my body and the balance inside it 
in interesting ways. 
 

Ruby: The example of the hanging makes something really clear to me. For you it’s ‘I have to 
hang myself if I want to hang’; for me, I’d instead invite something in a narrative form, like 
a fisherman catching me and stringing me up. My pattern of constructing a narrative will 
step in at that moment. It won’t be me doing the action, it will be happening to me and I’ll 
react to it how I want. Relating to the idea of a chain of associations, there are so many 
ways you can associate between images. It can be completely visual, or sensory, or 
emotional, or a story. People, based on their own personalities and the ways their brains 
work, choose to associate in different ways, or it just comes to them. Do we have agency 
in these choices? How we make them?  
 

Omer: It’s really exciting when you start to pick up on these patterns. How would it be possible 
to conceive playing with these habits in the same way that, as dancers, we know how to 
manipulate the habits of the body? 
 

Ariel: We can have a session where we explore freely, examine these patterns, share them, and 
then try to pick up the other people’s patterns for the following session.  
 

Omer: So we start going towards each other: ‘all your experiences sound very fun, I wanna try 
them out’. 
 

Suski: I think it also happens naturally by being in the same room, you realize your body 
automatically absorbs the modes of the others and translates them.  

 

From the perspective of ‘embodied technique’ and semiology, the seemingly spontaneous 

manifestation of images, their spontaneous embodiment, and the spontaneous relation between 

the two, is, is – epistemically and/or ontologically – exposed as not at all that innocently 

spontaneous. Rather spontaneous in the true sense of the word, as relating to and even depended 

upon a system to function within and deviate from. The disposition of a specific practitioner then 

influences the prioritization of the options branching out of the initial association, as those options 

are deemed more or less fulfilling or satisfactory through myriad forces – collapsing and invigorating 

potentiality in particular ways so to ignite movement. These systems which structure our practice 

throughout everyday life are viewed as patterns or habits in the context of performance practice 

and embodied research, which have long been a question of research, collective and individual 

negotiation, for practitioners.  

On the level of individual research, of personal epistemology: the longer the cycle of transformation 

is maintained, the more multifarious territories and intensities it penetrates, the more specific the 

questions asked – the more knowledge gleaned and gradually assimilated. On the level of a group 

of individuals, of social epistemology, the question becomes: How do we compare these individuals 
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maps for the sake of stronger research, constructing and framing generalization without 

compromising heterogeneity or otherwise ‘over-coding’13 those maps?  

 

Further Research 

To explore those collective systems which structure our practice, and which constitute the structure 

of embodied technique on the level of individuals and of communities, we can refer to a plethora 

of theoretical sources: Pierre Bourdieu’s The Logic of Practice14, Carl Jung’s The Archetypes and the 

Collective Unconscious15, Jean Piaget’s The Psychology of Intelligence16, as well as many others. 

Many of the sources cited so far, such as the psychoanalytic theory of Winnicott, or the social theory 

of Certeau, provide interesting methodologies for constructing a study of those systems as such.  

Persisting with the perspective of semiology, for example, we can begin considering specific 

structures which inform the embodiment of images. In Roland Barthes’ Mythologies17, a mythology 

is the often unconscious, collective connotation of a sign. So, while a black horse can mean infinitely 

multiple ideas to members of disparate cultures, the mythology of a black horse could be that of 

death to a specific culture. The same line of thinking can be applied to proverbs and idioms: their 

established meaning of the sign is not directly deducible from it and is irreducible to the sign itself, 

yet recognizable to a culture in a specific time and place. For further research, this theory can serve 

as the foundation to conceptualize that the way in which a desire-becomes-image-becomes-

embodied relates to the “mythology” of a group of practitioners, as a function of the symbolic order 

of their cultural experience specifically and of their embodied technique general. How do we 

construct and frame the excavation of or probing into “mythology” as embodied technique through 

performance practice? How can this research engender new theory and forms of practice? 

The concept of “mythology” is exemplified in the, less exorbitant, concept of the ‘scale of 

abstraction’, explored on Netflix’s Abstract: The Art of Design, in the episode “Christoph Niemann: 

Illustration”.18 The scale extends between realism and abstraction and suggests a “sweet spot” in 

the tension between them, which can be capitalized for the purpose of communicative design. For 

example, illustrating an arrow piercing a heart. The illustration of extreme realism could be a 

gruesome heart punctured by an arrow – blood and all – while the extreme abstraction could be a 

red pixel with a black line. The “sweet spot” could be the emoji of a pierced heart, which would 

effectively represent and communicate the intended “mythology”; here, ideas of love and romance; 

to the target audience – the efficacy of the representation contingent on their “mythology” as such. 

Perhaps the surge of energy, in the connotation established so far, travels associatively throughout 

the semiotic network; finding its resolution when it strikes a “sweet spot” that would not collapse 

the abstract charge of the image-desire as it manifests, nor compromise the realistic authenticity of 

embodiment. Is this sweet spot the path of least resistance, of economy of effort?  

 
13 Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari. A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. London: Athlone Press, 
1988. Print. 
14 Bourdieu, Pierre. The Logic of Practice. Cambridge: Polity, 2018. Print. 
15 Jung, C. G. The Archetypes and The Collective Unconscious. London: Routledge, 2014. Print. 
16 Piaget, Jean. The Psychology of Intelligence. Taylor &amp; Francis, 2015. Print. 
17 Barthes, Roland. Mythologies: Roland Barthes. New York: Hill and Wang, 1972. 
18 “Christoph Niemann: Illustration.” Abstract: The Art of Design, season 1, episode 1, Morgan Neville, Feb. 10, 2017. 
Netflix, www.netflix.com/watch/80057883? 
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How do we manipulate the tension between the imagination and movement as 

embodiment? How does it affect our agency? How can we specify this tension? In a practice session 

with Liadain Herriott, Omer Keinan and Susanna Ylikoski, where we explored the process of 

embodying imagined images driven by the color yellow. We found that this simple associative 

“filter” – this specification infiltrating the pathways through which the tension can potentially 

resolve – diverted our creative process in a meaningful way and afforded surprising and unfamiliar 

pathways relative to our recognized patterns. Constructed onto and compounding the question: 

How move? – were the questions: What objects or concepts are yellow? What are the qualities of 

the color yellow, and of various yellow things? How does their quality effect the process of 

embodiment, and vice versa? Specifying the conflict in this way “dilated” it: a concept from Eugenio 

Barba’s A Dictionary of Theatre Anthropology19 which depicts charging embodiment with tension by 

various means and for various performative ends. Disorienting or deforming the known pathways – 

supplying it with opposition – lead in our practice to higher awareness and availability to embodied 

potential. How could we experientially experiment with forms of “dilation” as relatively reliable 

affordances of the body, and of groups of bodies? How can this research proliferate performance 

technique which engages both the practitioner and potential spectator in new ways? 

 
19 Barba, Eugenio, and Nicola Savarese. A Dictionary of Theatre Anthropology: The Secret Art of the Performer. London: 
Routledge, 2005. Print. 


