bird woman by Freida Abtan
bird woman is a ten-minute multi-media dance piece written and directed by Freida Abtan. The piece incorporates electronic music, lavish costume, video projections, and an original choreography created and performed by Meg Weeks.

Thematically, bird woman draws on notions of anima and of spiritual transformation. The narrative of bird woman expands upon and is inspired by traditional Yoruban mythology in which a woman’s spirit may leave her body to travel outside in the form of a bird. The piece is divided into four movements that evoke a narrative in which a woman longs for flight, discovers a bird costume and ritually transforms herself with it so that she can fly. In landing, the woman becomes aware of her new state through her unfamiliar shadows, within which she sees the flapping wings of birds. She discards the costume but leaves on the mask, symbolic of her transformed spirit. 

The four movements of bird woman unfold in sections as follows:

Movement 1
i) the dream of flight

ii) enrobement

 The dancer begins her performance on the ground and slowly lifts her body upwards from the floor, accompanied by sounds suggesting beating wings. Though her movements are tied to notions of flight and the physical forms of birds, her body reflects the weight of a human woman. Twice, a group of birds are projected flying overhead and each time the dancer acknowledges their path with her body: first, by striking a pose in a contrasting direction, and second, by tracing the birds’ movement with her hand. Eventually the dancer becomes aware of a gleaming black cloak of feathers affixed to a pole near the back curtain of the stage area. After putting on the cloak, she discovers a mask in the form of a bird’s head and carries it towards center stage.

Movement 2
iii) the procession

iv) greeting the moon

v) the procession part 2

The dancer holds the bird’s mask, extended so as to appear to be in the same place as her head. Ritually, she turns from one side to the other, extending and contracting the mask from her body, offering it to the cardinal directions. The dancer places the mask on top of her head as if to affix it there and then extends it back in front of herself as she again turns forward. Video projections fade from black against her body, in which two versions of herself, wrapped in cloaks of feathers and masking flickering black and white shapes, emerge. The images of the two attendants grow larger on either side of herself as if they are approaching forwards. A bell rings and the dancer places the mask back upon its stand. 

The video image projected against the back curtain is replaced with one of a glowing and revolving moon. The dancer moves in front of the moon and blocks its projected light with her body so that her shadow is discernible against the bright light of the moon’s form. She flaps and settles her arms in front of it, like wings. A bell rings and she falls to the floor in the form of a prostration. Within the projected image, in front of the moon, the dancer’s image is displayed carrying the bird’s mask as before. The projected image of the dancer extends and contracts the mask in the same sequence as the live dancer did previously. After offering the mask to the cardinal directions, placing the mask upon her head and turning forwards, the projected image of the dancer fades out against the moon, and is replaced with a wave of black bird shapes that fly upwards slowly in a single gesture. The dancer rises from the floor and follows the movement of the birds with her arms. The moon fades to black.

Movement 3
vi) flight

In this section of the piece, the dancer performs a choreography referencing the notion of flight that incorporates the weight and motion of the cape she is wearing. The audio from the first movement of the piece is recapitulated and expanded on with more frenetic sounds and more distinct, active, aural gestures. Video projections of multiple layers of birds flapping their wings flood the stage area, breaking against the dancer’s body in a brighter light than that which illuminates the rest of the stage. These projections are the footage previously seen flickering inside the attendant bodies of movement 2. The projection of flapping birds’ wings fades and is replaced with a white and black division of the projection surface. This line of light is used to portray perspective. The background behind the dancer lifts and tilts to the right as the dancer mimes her flight. As in the first movement, twice a group of birds are projected flying overhead and each time the dancer acknowledges their path with her own body. The first time this happens, she acknowledges them with an arm gesture as she did previously in the first movement, the second time, the projection of the birds is stopped from hitting the background by the cloak of feathers as the dancer moves between the projection and the back curtain of the stage. As the dancer interrupts the projected video, the white birds appear to be captured upon her form.

As the frenetic music begins to slow, the dancer’s movements grow more sinuous and thoughtful. She removes her cloak and approaches the back curtain, wrapping the cloak around herself as a skirt or holding it behind herself while she walks.

Movement 4
vii) casting shadows

viii) bird woman

The dancer walks back and forth across the back curtain of the stage. Projected against the curtain are multiple forms of her own body engaged in similar movements to her own. These forms occasionally disappear and re-appear, start and stop. They mask flashing white and black light, now recognizable as flapping birds’ wings after being featured discernibly in movement 3. As the multiple projected forms of the dancer fade out of existence, the dancer moves towards the bird mask, resting on its stand against the back curtain. She leaves the cape on the ground behind her and puts on the mask. Wearing it, she walks towards center stage and moves her arms as if they were wings. Slowly, she settles herself on the ground as the music fades and the house lights dim around her.

For the choreography of bird woman Meg Weeks establishes a relational vocabulary of movement featured in sections i) the dream of flight, and v) flight. Physical gestures from the first section are reproduced in the fifth, transformed through the dancer’s negotiation of the costume’s weight, as well as by the ways in which the costume limits her own movement. In the first section, this choreography is developed to promote a physical semblance of being tethered to the ground: the dancer’s weight is made apparent within her own gestures. In the fifth section, the dancer’s gestures are informed by the weight of the cape as it moves, swings, and flaps in order to provide vertical lines of force suggesting flight.

In terms of its musical structure, bird woman follows a traditional ABA1B1 form with a small coda and introduction. Each movement is associated with one block of this structure, though movement 2 in particular can be decomposed into it’s own secondary CDC1 form in which D refers thematically to B. Under this decomposition, the B sections: movements 2 and 4, are responsible for the melodic development of the piece, and here a simple line composed of gong sounds provide the main theme. The A sections of the piece: movements 1 and 3, focus on kinesthetic suggestion to inform the dancer’s movements on stage. Both of these sections incorporate drones and dynamic aural gestures of evolving timbre that lead more through their use of shape than through any tonal tension or release. 

The narrative structure of bird woman follows the same structural form as the music, with kinesthetic narrative – narrative evoked through the dancer’s movements on stage, functioning as principle dialogue within movements 1 and 3. In the B sections: movements 2 and 4, the dancer’s performance takes on characteristics associated with physical theatre and pantomime. Although the narrative of the piece is developed sequentially, a correlation is made manifest between abstraction and literalism in both its musical and physical form.

The composition of bird woman makes use of thematic, gestural interplay between the music, choreography and video projections that comprise the piece. Projected movement, physical movement, and aural movement are synchronized together into discernible compositional objects, recognized and expanded through successive repetitions and variations. For instance, the melodic music played during section iii) the procession is recapitulated under slight variation during the section v) the procession part 2. During these sequences, very similar physical movements are performed, first, by the dancer, and second, by a video projection in which the dancer is featured. The music and gestures performed are easily separated as a single fragment of the composition under variation. On a more minute level, in each of these sections, the movements of the dancer when offering the mask to the cardinal directions combines poly-rhythmically with the repeated gong sounds, dividing the sequence into discrete components which together form the whole compositional phrase.

Another direct example of this compositional technique occurs when a specific musical theme is played as a group of white birds flies across the projected video image. This theme, along with the projected image it is associated with, exists as a discrete compositional object in movements 1 and 3. In movement 2 the same theme is played when the dancer flaps and settles her wings in front of the moon. The repetition of this theme in movement 2 positions the physical movements of the dancer in relation to the projected movement of the birds depicted in movements 1 and 3. These multiple gestures function relationally as compositional variants, linked within both the structural framework of the piece and within the audience’s perception as directed through the piece’s compositional structure.

Another form of gestural interplay is at work within bird woman. A kind of call and response between mediums is used to direct the audience’s attention throughout the piece. This technique relies upon the subtle differences in engagement with which the audience responds perceptually between mediums. During section iv) casting shadows, the multiple forms of the dancer that are introduced within the projected video stop and start and occasionally fade in and out of blackness. These dynamic variations draw the compositional focus to and from the live performance of the dancer on stage. In effect, the audience’s attention travels first to the projected image, because it is bright and flickering, and then, when there is enough visual similarity in that image’s progression, to the live body of the dancer who dominates the stage with her physical presence. The dancer’s movements are given perceptual precedence through  the specific attributes of their own physicality in relation to the video. However, any change to the projected video commands attention. Each time the projected image stops, the audience’s attention is drawn to the change in movement within the projection. During these moments, the dancer’s movement is either in harmony with the change, or it does not, itself, vary its course, so as not to distract the audience from the projected image. As the dancer walks through the projected video forms, her movements inherit a sense of immediacy, discernible from the interrupted video image plane, which brings them to the foreground of the audience’s attention. This call and response directs the audience’s attention back and forth between the media. Through the relative manipulation of medium specific properties of perception, a relationship of tension and release is constructed between the observation of different planes of representation.

Several production elements are used to carry the narrative forward and to convey the emotional texture of bird woman. The elements of the costume used in the performance, the mask and the cloak, serve equally as props, scenography and, in another sense, as character. Before being donned by the dancer, the cape and mask are hung from poles on separate parts of the stage. From these positions, the costume hints at future narrative development. During the performance, the mask is physically and symbolically treated as a sacred object that possesses a life of its own and must be respected. When either the cape or the mask are worn, they enact physical and symbolic transformations upon the dancer and her movement. 

The stage lighting for bird woman is dark—evoking a sense of mystery and the ominous. Blue and violet gels are used in lights along the sides of the stage to create a colored sheen along the feathers of the costume, making the feathers appear to pop out three-dimensionally from the angle of their illumination. This effect allows the cloak a sense of definition even under the dark house lighting of the stage. High contrast black and white video projections are used in the video component of the piece. The video serves multiple functions within the stage production. Beyond its value as a representational medium, the projected video also serves as a source of light, allowing for instance, the third movement of the piece to be significantly brighter than the rest of the performance, and to exhibit a distinct emotional quality derived from the white light of the video. Thematically, the video projections are used to represent a meeting place within the senses in which the spirit and the physical worlds may co-exist, however, they are also used as a production device to expand the sense of a physical stage. An example of this behavior is apparent at the end of section iii) procession when the two attendant figures seem to be advancing from within an invisible depth, created against the back curtain of the stage.

Theoretically, bird woman explores issues that arise from the co-joined representational spheres of live stage performance, and the projected reality of the video plane. The use of projected video within bird woman introduces a sense of temporal and spatial confusion which delineates the events taking place in the performance as residing ‘elsewhere’ or within an ‘other’ time. The dancer who is performing on stage is clearly also existing in the temporal-spatial framework being presented by the video. The live situation of the stage performance takes precedence over the indexical qualities of the video, and the projected video is understood to be happening in the same constructed time and space of the performance. Because the projected video and the live stage performance are interpreted as being of the same performer, the ‘now’ in which the performance happens is ‘other’ than what can be perceived in linear or rational space and time. This technique gives the performance a dreamlike or mythical sensibility.

Part of the affective draw of bird woman resides in the relationship between the projected image of the video and the live performer on the stage. The audience’s perception of the dancer within the piece is equally informed through their awareness of her physical performance as through the spectatorship of her represented presence in the realm of the projected video. A third layer of presence complicates this relationship: the projected video is a moving substrate of light, which exists as a physical reality.  This light performs real movement within the stage area and is not merely representational movement within the video plane.  This movement is performed live and adds to the choreography and composition of the piece, as well as to its affective perceptual and emotional communication.

While the dancer’s projected image carries very different characteristics than her physical self, both of these sets of characteristics may be understood relationally as they refer to the same subject.  Namely, this effect refers to the dancer, though this line of reasoning could also apply to the constructed space of the stage or to the constructed reality represented within the stage. The identity of the dancer is blurred between her physical self and her represented body during the performance, and these two realities inform each other affectively. In a sense, there is a leakage that takes place within the perceptual engagement of these two mediums, which leads to a state where they are no longer perceived as independent entities. The subjective perception of the dancer’s projected representation informs the subjective perception of the dancer’s physical body, and vice versa. This leakage is subtle and cannot be compared to the more blunt compositional discourse between the live stage world and the projected video that inhabits it. The subjective perceptual discourse that is the sum total of the experience of bird woman relies on the inter-animation that takes place between mediums when they are inter-modally referenced through contact with each other, and it is this subjective perceptual discourse that is used to interpret all of the narrative and compositional dialog within the piece.

To understand this effect, consider the third section of the piece, iii) the procession, which takes place in the second movement, and which is mirrored under significant variation in section v) the procession part 2. In the third section, after completing a ritual offering of the mask to the cardinal directions, the dancer positions herself with the mask in front of her own face. Video projections of two attendants, clearly composed from footage of the dancer herself, appear and emerge forwards within the video plane. The total affective discourse of this sequence of events is informed by the materiality of the physical performer, by the way in which she hides her face behind the mask as she holds it in front of her, and by the way in which she stands, silent and waiting, by the way in which she is wrapped in feathers who gleam with the reflected light of the stage. It is also informed by the luminosity of the projected attendants’ images, present behind the dancer against the back curtain, and partially, upon her own body. It is informed by the spatial depth which the video image references, but also contradicts, with its own projection, and with the mediated speed of the video, which is slower than the physical movements of the dancer’s could be. The attendants, composed of an ethereal light, contrast visibly with the physical presence of the dancer, who emerges from the physical light illuminating the stage. Her stillness is made both more and less still by the mediated speed of the attendants in the video. Her pose is read against the two-dimensional representation of three-dimensions in which the attendants function.

The total affective communication manifested in this moment of bird woman is read through the presence of at least two layers of representational discourse (a third can be argued in this case when, for example, the musical composition of the sequence is considered), and also by the ways in which the separate modalities of sensory perception, through which these discourses are interpreted, engage with multiple mediums. The result is an inter-animation between the media, in which the perception of one informs the other through an indeterminate crossing of the modalities used in sensory perception

To return to section iii) the procession, when the video projection of the attendants fades, leaving the dancer alone on stage, she is no longer the same dancer as she was before they emerged, or rather, her presence has been altered by theirs through a kind of affective contamination. The dancer no longer exists solely within the physical realm of the stage, having been perceived in part with the modalities of sense perception enabled by the projected video. Having shared a mutually enforced representational space with this other medium, the dancer’s presence is perceived relationally as being more than physical, at least within the window of memory. The inter-animation between mediums lingers after their contact. This is true both in cases where the contact is obvious, and in cases where the contact occurs more subtly, such as when multiple mediums participate in the production of affect but don’t share an easily discernible interaction.

In section v) the procession part 2, when the bird mask sequence from iii) the procession is recapitulated within the video plane, the image references the physical materiality of the dancer’s performance in iii. Something more than this happens, however. The dancer’s physical performance from iii is informed perceptually in retrospect by the affective discourse of the video projection. The compositional object that is referenced by both the physical performance of the dancer in section iii and the video projection of the dancer in section v is situated within their mutual experience, and its perception is informed by both.

The inter-medium affective discourse that takes place within bird woman creates an unsettling aura around the dancer. The audience utilizes a perceptual frame that has been widened by cross-modal sensory interplay to perceive the dancer and to decode the subtleties of her performance. It is as if, along with the dancer on stage, ghost versions of herself were present, manifested from within the different representational spheres with which she has had contact, informing her every act. These ghosts, though not actually on stage, continue to haunt the dancer’s presence, so that their subtle communications are embodied within her performance, even while they themselves are not visible. In bird woman, this haunting too becomes an area of compositional construction.

The second movement of bird woman dynamically varies the affective discourse between the video projections on stage and the physical presence of the dancer on stage, to provide a sense of tension and release. This is done by alternating narrative dominance of the projected video and the physical performance while they are juxtaposed within a shared image plane. Consider that in the second movement, narrative dominance is first attributed to the dancer as she offers the mask to the cardinal directions, then to the video projections of the attendants as the dancer is still in between them, and then again to the dancer as the attendants fade to black and the dancer returns to the back of the stage. The dancer holds the narrative focus as she performs in front of the projected moon, but loses it at she takes the pose of a prostration before the projected image of herself. In all of these situations the dancer functions as a part of the narrative, however, her perception is informed to a greater or lesser extent by the affective pull of the video projections when they are present within the same image plane. There is a tension that is created when multiples modalities of sensory perception are engaged collectively. By transferring and releasing this tension, a compositional discourse is achieved.

bird woman explores ways for different media to inform each other through affective leakage and contamination, and through inter-medial compositional structure. This piece participates in a lineage of performance that questions the perceptual characteristics of media and the draw that they exert upon each other. Compositionally, bird woman demonstrates multiple ways in which the production of affect between media can evolve successively within a compositional structure to achieve strong aesthetic results.
