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Introduction

An autumn afternoon in 2018. I am at my allotment in south-east London picking apples. My three-year-old grandson is with me. He keeps himself busy searching on the ground for windfalls. As he stands up, a breeze sweeps through the branches and an apple falls on his head. We look at each other in surprise and laugh.


Release your eyes from gazing at this page. Let the muscles of your face and jaw relax and drop your head forward. Notice the weight of your feet in contact with the ground. Focus on breathing out. Rest here for a while, sensing your body subject to gravity and supported by the ground … If you would like to continue reading, I welcome you to a discussion that draws inspiration from the gestures you have just embodied.


Why a book on falling? Why not flying or jumping? Anxious curiosity crosses people’s faces, or jokes are cracked to ward off the gravity of the subject. Yes, falling is a dangerous topic on which to devote an entire book. The consequences of falling can be devastating – falling destroys lives, communities and infrastructures. Yet, with every moment of our time on Earth, with every breath and walking stride, we human beings are either falling or avoiding falling as a consequence of gravity – the consistent force that so profoundly affects all living things, all of the time. For the most part, certainly in Western culture, associations with falling are infused with fear and usually linked to injury, disfigurement, pain or death. But falling can also be a creative resource. It can nurture vitality and presence. I invite readers to engage with gravity with a sense of intent, to be curious about its productive potential, while respecting its danger and risk.

Advancing alternative perspectives on such a freighted theme stems from my life in dance and, in later years, from my practice as a psychotherapist. As a dancer, I learned to fall. Exploring ways to accept the uncertainty, loss of control and disorientation entailed in dropping towards the ground comprises a significant part of most dancers’ experience. Later, training as a psychotherapist, I faced existential fears of desolation, loss and the inevitability of death, that can often resemble falling, into darkness, and sometimes make life feel unbearable. My familiarity through dance with intentional falling has provided me with embodied support and practical tools that I can now use with clients experiencing these psychological fears. As mind and body interrelate so vibrantly, a practice of intentional falling – surrendering to gravity to be supported by the ground – releases fluidity of thought and provides physical resources for living with psychological uncertainty. Intentional falling enhances capacity to manage fear, anxiety and panic. It helps loosen the tensions that petrify actions and hinder our ability to initiate change.

The danger of gravity is always present. Thinking differently about falling in this particular project does not mean disregarding gravity’s propensity for wreaking damage throughout our lives and all around the globe. During earthquakes, people are crushed in collapsing buildings. Landfalls change both topography and the psychologies of entire communities. People falling to their deaths highlight the stark realities of gravity. It is a merciless force we take lightly at our peril. It demands we be careful, protect ourselves and reflect on our relationship with the environment. Falling is painful, scary, bruising and bloody. As a victim of gravity, I gasp and shiver at its unforgiving power. In addition, the fear of physical falling has infiltrated the English language through negative conceptual metaphors that are culturally defined, inflicting powerful psychological impact on how we function and feel in the world. The damaging consequences of living with gravitational force appear frequently in this book; some are shadows I can neither dismiss nor forget, commanding my attention, wrenching me away from my flights of fantasy on the subject of falling.

With no small amount of terror and uncertainty in the front of my mind, writing on gravity as a reassuring, creative and life-enhancing force confronts me with a paradox: how to embrace falling as a source of support and vitality when, ethically, conceptually and physically, falling evokes fear of death and the possibility of shame. Surely, we should hold on tight and shore up, to help mitigate uncertainty. Well … falling is both dangerous and a source of vitality. Falling, we are powerless subjects and agents of change. This paradoxical tension remains ever present. When I propose an alternative imaginary about falling and enthuse about ways to sense and be present with gravity, I am also aware of the perils that have affected me personally and profoundly. Remembering when my son fell still sends tremors through my flesh and bones. My friend, Celeste Dandeker, suffered a catastrophic fall while dancing on stage, an accident that left her disabled, radically transforming her life and her community. And, how can I write about falling without confronting 9/11, an event that released radical and sustained uncertainty into the world? This tragedy, and many more, impact my body and inform my thinking throughout this project.

Maintaining a paradoxical tension between vitality and danger is crucial in this book and to this project. I am not campaigning for a resolution of the fear of falling. As long as the ground is hard, falling will hurt. Sensing fear is an important safety mechanism that helps us avoid the trauma of falling. I am wondering, though – in the light of my own experiences and those of the Euro-American community of movement-based performers – whether our negative, fear-based responses to gravity and falling, which have informed our concepts and influenced our language, might be eased and loosened through the practice of intentional falling. Without gravitational support to be with uncertainty and the precarities shaking Western life, we dampen both vivacity and presence, and diminish our openness to novel experiences, fresh perspectives and creative new ways of being in the world.

Structure and content

This book follows three interlacing thematic threads: falling through dance, a practice of falling, and conceptual falls. They weave through a contextual fabric of performance practices, theoretical frames, political ramblings, therapeutic considerations, traumatic events, death-defying thrills, hypothetical wanderings, descriptive narratives and personal stories. The writings are not grouped according to the three themes, ideas are woven into an assortment of scenes and arrayed throughout the book, interrupting linearity and inviting imaginative associations. I introduce the threads here to provide a framework through which to view the scenes.

The first thread, falling through dance, highlights the wealth of relationships that Western dancers and choreographers have explored with gravity since the mid-twentieth century: American modern dance, somatic movement practices, physical theatre, dance theatre, live art and the current era of post-dance. I draw on my own experience – and reflect on the work of performers and performance-makers – to describe many instances where falling becomes a signature gesture of artistic and cultural politics.

The second thread consists of intentional falling practices, an accumulation of activities exploring gravity and ground, developed through my life-long commitment to dance. These practices have matured over years of teaching and of facilitating workshops with dancers and non-dancers – particularly psychotherapists. The book offers a series of tasks with which readers might experiment. Some are as simple as breathing out, dropping the head, or rethinking ways to get down to the ground; others are suggestions for standing and walking that work with gravity, rather than fighting against it. These experimental exercises include falling alone, supported falling and ways of being around others who fall. They induce subtle shifts in our approach to gravity and encourage the development of self-support strategies for co-existing with this inexorable force. As a result, they facilitate fluidity of thought, and loosen the rigidity of our fears around falling.

The third thematic thread – conceptual falls – winds through considerations of shame, laughter and dying, along with a range of involuntary sensations kindled by falling. As life experiences, shame, laughter and dying are transformational processes, they happen to and between us. As concepts, they are framed and informed by linguistic metaphors, which link fear and negativity to physical acts of falling, affecting the way we experience gravity and how we process the involuntary sensations incurred. Gravitational forces and the physicality of falling (or not falling) shape Western culture socially, politically and racially through the linguistic synthesis of physical experience, metaphor and psychology. My aim in this book is to give particular focus to artists who – reversing negative cultural associations – are finding ways to be with shame, laughter and dying, and to explore the creative potential of these phenomena in life and performance.

I have structured the contents of this book as I would choreography. Ideas comprising the three threads within their contextual fabric are presented as standalone writings – images in a tapestry – grouped into four sections. The book presents a collage of scenes arranged to texture their dynamics and rhythms. Much like performers, topics enter and exit; ideas are juxtaposed, contrasted, echoed and allowed to dissolve. Descriptive, theoretical, historical, analytical, poetic, performative and personal writings, together with artists’ interviews, are placed next to one another often for their differences rather than similarities. I have used a choreographic structure of fragmentation to avoid linear narratives or definitive logic. I hope fresh thoughts develop with the help of readers’ associative and imaginative capacities, rather than piling up incrementally. Falling – as a theme – calls for such a structure, where the writing can undo, unfix, drop and let go into liminal areas with uncertain outcomes.

There is no specific order in which to read the material and no beginning, middle or end, other than the unavoidable delineation of page numbers. There is no conclusion to sum up the themes or to provide an ending to seal ideas in place. There is no goal to rush towards. I encourage readers to open this volume at any page, slow down to engage with different passages, allow multiple understandings to tumble about simultaneously and make spontaneous connections between disparate slivers of things. No scene is more important than any other, and each scene falls into a gap between two other pieces. The gaps between fragments, which interrupt a through-line, are intended to give pause, to allow for impact, and, like falling, to ruffle the flow of making meaning.

Falling through dance

The following helter-skelter ride to introduce falling through dance is intended to provide a broad narrative thread about practices and ideas that will be unravelled and argued more fully throughout the book. The choice of events is based on my lived experiences as a dance artist and as a white woman, inevitably bound by my culture, race, gender and age. This is a personal rather than a general dance history about dance and falling, an experiential perspective that provides a basis for practice-led research, allowing me to stretch outwards from my own body to engage with a wide range of movement-based performance, with artistic and theoretical deliberations.

The field of somatic studies undoubtedly lends itself to a philosophy of falling as a creative resource. Somatic movement practices are grounded in sensation – feeling in every sense – as experienced by body and mind in response to internal and external environments. The term somatic was coined by Thomas Hanna in 1970; for Hanna, soma refers to an experiencing body, rather than a body objectified. An understanding of somatic movement practices grows from bodily perceived sensations, rather than from external objective goals, whereby behaviour, emotions, the senses, movements and psychology are all integrated as psycho-physical or mind-body wholeness. Hyper-awareness of the body in relation to gravity and ground is the throbbing pulse of somatic movement practices.

Mabel Elsworth Todd and Barbara Clark were somatic movement pioneers who researched human movement development through two overlapping practices of movement-thought: body mechanics (working with anatomical structures) and ideokinesis (sensorial imagery).1 These practices encourage an undoing of habitual, fixed patterns of movement, incorporating core principles deeply connected to an interdependent relationship between body, gravity and environment (ground). The impact of a somatic approach on dance as a performing art was, and is, immense, particularly through the practice of Release Technique. Current contemporary dance practices such as Flying Low and Passing Through – developed by David Zambrano – are enlivened by a somatic, released-based understanding of gravity. Dancers are liberated from the tensions of upwardly orientated alignment to explore a wealth of gravity-embracing possibilities which vastly enrich their choreographic and improvisational adventures.

In the 1930s, as Mabel Elsworth Todd was teaching in New York and the dance marathons of the Great Depression were in full swing, Martha Graham was in her element. Acclaimed choreographer of American Modern Dance,2 Martha created a technique of falling that became a signature component of her choreographic vocabulary. Her falls emphasized an individual’s rise out of darkness into light, a movement philosophy rejected by somatic practitioners, both in practice and in politics.

The heroic dynamics of modern dance provided a backdrop against which American post-modern dance artists in the 1960s and 1970s moved in stark relief, while exploring a novel relationship to gravity. Steve Paxton, founder of Contact Improvisation (CI), emerged as a seminal figure in this movement. Falling constitutes a key component in CI practice and philosophy. Since the 1960s, CI’s influence on the dynamic space of falling has inspired both choreographic and improvisational innovation in the dancing of duets, shifting not only the gender fixation on men lifting women – familiar in most conventional dance forms – but transforming as well the traditional aesthetics of upward linearity. Freed from fixed expectations about lifting, duet dancing could now be about partnered falling.

By the late 1970s, Europe was afire with innovations in dance theatre, primarily sparked by Pina Bausch in Germany and Jan Fabre in Belgium. These artists pushed against boundaries constructed by a different dance history than that of America. While US dance innovators were resisting the heroic ideals of modern dance, European dance theatre artists were rejecting the traditions of ballet and German expressionist dance. They initiated a violent break – not only with the movement vocabularies previously in place – but also with the hierarchical, choreographic structures that promoted those traditions (Laermans and Gielen 2000; Servos 2008).

This break began in the studio, between dance-makers and performers. Whereas post-modern artists, somatic practitioners and contact improvisers looked to internally discovered impulses for motivation, European dance and physical theatre performers brought the entire human mess into the studio, exposing the realities of relations of desire. Following Pina Bausch, dance and physical theatre directors such as Lloyd Newson and Wim Vandekeybus devised work with performers; their personal lives and their relations with one another became potential material, unleashing in performance the energy of loss, abandonment, love, power, sexuality and aggression. Falling – as a commitment to descent and not as a prelude to upward recovery – became a principal trope defining dance and physical theatre, inhibiting the harmonious flow of movement through time and space.

During this period, conservatoire dance training incorporated CI and Release Technique into the curriculum to provide an additional layer of technical skill – muscular fitness with somatic intelligence. As a consequence, dancers’ physical abilities to perform risk-taking falls became extraordinarily inventive. Just as ballet is renowned for its dazzling transcendent linearity, so falling in dance theatre became spectacular, with lightning-fast, highly skilled, gravity-relishing splats. Dance theatre and ballet, though far apart aesthetically, were now fused as opposite sides of the same theatrical coin, as commodities in a market valuing spectacle above all (Debord 1967; Lepecki 2006). As with most innovative dance practices, dance theatre falls became packaged and codified in the lexicon of contemporary dance movement, and by end of the 1990s was known as Eurocrash (Brennan 1997).

Following on from the innovations of dance and physical theatre, European dance artists engendered another vital paradigm shift in the late 1980s and 1990s. Dance artists such as Jerome Bel, Xavier Le Roy, Jonathan Burrows and Boris Charmatz, influenced by the multi-dimensional connections of contemporary culture, began drawing on an eclectic mix of visual art, live art, conceptual art, minimalism and theatre to make inter-disciplinary dance performance, working in galleries and site specific spaces, rather than, only, proscenium stages (Heathfield 2006). As dance artists’ practices became inter-disciplinary, the lines between live art and dance became blurred. Scattered throughout this book are references to live art performers, such as Bas Jan Ader and Kira O’Reilly, who also expose (or have exposed) their human vulnerability through physical acts of falling.

The current exhaustion in dance is partly a result of perpetual efforts to meet demands for innovation and the disappointment of seeing innovation repackaged in a neo-liberal capitalist market. Paradoxically, current funding for dance innovation, certainly in the UK, continues to be a low priority for arts funding bodies. At the time of writing, dance performance finds itself at an intriguing impasse, falling away from the production of capitalist spectacle, while exploring ways to exist with the economic uncertainty of foregoing conventional production values. ‘At the end of this 50 year period we find ourselves unsure whether we want any more to dance at all. Which doesn’t mean we don’t like to dance, but that we’re not quite sure where to go with it’ (Burrows 2017: 94). Fatigued by dance spectacle, independent dance artists such as Mette Edvardsen and Mårten Spångberg are questioning the purpose of dance performance, echoing the post-modern agendas of New York City’s Judson Church movement in the 1960s and new dance politics in the UK in the 1970s (Claid 2006).

Encounters with falling in modern dance, somatic processes, physical theatre, contact improvisation, performance art, and dance theatre – and throughout this period of post-dance exhaustion – have all contributed to my current view of falling as a potentially creative resource. The history of these experiments informs the practice of falling as a way to live with and embrace the potency of gravity as vital presence. Experiences with these practices have informed my research and today inspire the rituals with gravity that influence the flow of ideas in this project.

A practice of falling

The intentional acts of falling giving ballast to this project aim to increase vitality and a sense of immediacy, by developing environmental and self-support that appear when we loosen physical fears and our rigid thinking around falling. A second goal in advocating intentional falling is to examine the ways in which negative associations with falling permeate language and culture. The impact of gravity on the human body resonates through language in the form of metaphors defining spatial and emotional concepts (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). As body, psychology, language and culture are all interdependent, these metaphors influence psychological states and inform physical gestures. Separating this circuitry would be an impossible task, like trying to separate body from mind. The idea, then, with a practice of falling is that interacting with gravity in alternative ways can initiate psychological and conceptual shifts.

The practice is presented as a series of activities that, within a workshop context, provide multi-layered experiences. Honed through dance and psychotherapy practice, these activities invite readers into their bodies, providing physical immediacy with the ideas in the writing. The activities are offered as safely structured suggestions with which to explore our being. Importantly, they require no dance skills.

The diverse communities of practitioners in dance and psychotherapy approach falling differently. I mention these differences because working in both fields has helped me develop falling tasks that – while eminently physical – depend on the holistic instincts and subjective conviction that people bring to the process, rather than on codified dance techniques.3 Trained contemporary dancers fall gracefully and quietly. They are muscularly assured, physically co-ordinated and often familiar with such forms as
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