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Back to the Dance Itself: A Request to Review
By Rebecca Lloyd, PhD, University of Ottawa

Back to the Dance Itself: Phenomenologies of the Body Performance, edited with essays by Sondra Fraleigh, is a compilation of the many ways one might take up phenomenology in and through dance. Just the title itself, shifting the singular emphasis of ‘phenomenology’ to the plural, gives a sense of what phenomenology is, and could be, within a field bound by methodological tradition. Sondra Fraleigh introduces the various chapter contributions to the book in relation to categorizations she puts forward such as philosophical phenomenology, transcendental phenomenology, existential phenomenology, heuristic phenomenology, hermeneutic phenomenology, eco-phenomenology, performative phenomenology, and neurophenomenology, but these are by no means fixed. Sondra herself speaks to how several of her academic pieces work across several of the aforementioned categories. Yet, to begin here, in just taking a moment to consider that there are many approaches to phenomenological research is profound given the tensions that have emerged in the field as of late that focus on what phenomenology is and what it is not (i.e., Smith, 2018; van Manen, 2017a, 2017b; Zahavi, 2019). I recommend that anyone with an interest in imagining creative ways to engage in phenomenology pick up this book as it situates inquiries into dance and the body in performance in a variety of contexts including the natural environment, children’s art, improvisation, literature, and site-specific museums. 
Will you review this text? I imagine I was asked as I am one of those researchers who not only engage in the rigour of phenomenological inquiry, I am also a dancer. I was professionally trained as a ballerina over 30 years ago and now, many years later, I am a competitive salsa dancer training for a gold medal placement in the 50+ division of the 2021 world salsa summit. Perhaps this is too sweeping of a gesture but I will say it anyway -- it is rare to find a scholar who has equal appreciation for the rigour of phenomenological inquiry and the practice of dance. Compared to other forms of qualitative research, phenomenology is one of the most onerous in that one not only researches the topic or ‘thing’ in question via a review of literature and collection of data, one is also expected to also delve into primary phenomenology texts to deepen one’s search for meaning. Similarly, dance—compared to other forms of physical activity that a scholar might pursue such as joining a gym or a running group— is premised on extreme rigour and attention to detail. Within the practice of dance, every miniscule movement, such as the subtle way one lifts or moves a finger or a toe, matters. Every motion is sensed.  Every motion has meaning. Hence, I approach the reading and reviewing of this text through the eyes of someone who has developed a particular way of being in the world, someone who dances and someone who has given much methodological thought to the ways in which we may take up phenomenological inquires in movement contexts (i.e., Lloyd, 2017; Lloyd & Smith, 2006; 2015; Smith & Lloyd, 2019). 
A theme that runs across this entire book is the invitation to delve deeply into the felt sensations of the body no matter what the context. Nuances in the way a leg or hip might move in a walk, for example, may become endless openings for inquiries into taken-for-granted experience. Usually when walking, we become preoccupied with what we are sorting out in our mind. A dancer, by contrast, can live within the micro-moments of each step. The strike of a heel or the rippling absorption of a toe, ball, heel action (e.g., Lloyd, 2015a, 2015b) can initiate a Gestalt of awareness in terms of how one’s walk may reveal how one is living one’s life (Stern, 2004, 2010), i.e., with trepidation or confidence that is evident in the force, temporality, amplitude, hence, vitality affect projected. Phenomenologist Maxine Sheets-Johnstone, who was very much influenced by the work of Daniel Stern, invites us to make sense of taken for granted motile acts such as walking by engaging in a Husserlian form of bracketing. Sheets-Johnstone, to whom Back to the Dance Itself is dedicated, describes this approach to bracketing as making the familiar strange through the process of ‘‘familiarize[ing] ourselves anew with the familiar’’ (Sheets-Johnstone, 1999, pp. 142–143). Such an approach to phenomenological inquiry is demonstrated in Vida Midelow’s Chapter 4 where she describes the process of assuming such a Husserlian phenomenological attitude. She asks, “as if for the first time, what are legs? What do they do and how can they move? How does this movement feel? What is this sensation? How do I understand my body anew?” (Midelow, 2018, p. 68). Such a line of questioning is a wonderful place to begin a phenomenological reading of this book as it will prepare one for the depth of the descriptions featured throughout.
Robert Bingham, author of Chapter 3, has several descriptive accounts of walking in meaningful ways. In particular, he describes profound moments of improvisation he experiences in the presence of Sondra Fraleigh, and in so doing opens up a portal into her lived world. Without an understanding of what Midelow describes in Chapter 4, the meaning carried in the rhythm, amplitude and pace of her walk might go unnoticed. Hence with such sensitivity one may step into the meaning that lives within Bingham’s every line. He writes,
Sondra, wearing the shawl and copper wig, is ambling slowly across an expanse of petrified dune…. She appears to be in conversation with the stone, feeling it out and responding to its curves and crevices through her feet. Where the ground slopes more steeply downward, her walk becomes unsteady, shedding any trace of the kind of grounded, heroic gait I associate with modern dance techniques… Several uneven steps later she pauses and lowers herself slowly to the stone. She settles on her side, and my eyes water as I see her body forming a perfect echo of the dunes running along the horizon behind her… (Bingham, 2018, p.46).
In describing the way Sondra experienced her walk in Snow Canyon, Bingham intended “to account for the vibrancy, agency, and creativity of nonhuman things and beings as a means of responding to a global environmental crisis” (Bingham, 2018, p. 39). This dance for Sondra was a “process of surrendering to the pain, beauty, and impermanence of the canyon” (Bingham, 2018, p.47). His description of Sondra walking not only highlighted her relationship to the environment, it also revealed what it was like to be in her presence…a phenomenologist with a profound sense of depth…someone that not only Bingham reveres but someone to be revered.
By contrast, this book also features the work of new, up and coming phenomenologists such as Christine Bellerose, author of Chapter 9, “Being Ma: Moonlight Peeping through the Doorway”. Her nonlinear approach to describing ma, a spiritual Japanese concept of undifferentiated ancestral time and space, a phenomenon that lives within “the interval between purpose and possibilities” (Bellerose, 2018, p. 169), was weaved together in a manner that combined historic text with present day contexts and existential phenomenological literature. The most salient moment in her chapter was her description of performing a piece she named, “Healing my Mother”. When she performed it on an icy landscape, she described her experience of sensing the “embodied affects of freedom and tension in a buoyant ma emanating from [the] environment”, a place where she “entered in a conversation with the ice…the interval between the landscape and me” (Bellerose, 175, p. 175). Her body both melted the ice while at the same time was cooled by it. And in describing this experience, the reader orients to both the chilling and warming nature of relational human existence.  She concludes her chapter by affirming her belief that “ma expands understandings of the dance itself [in that she becomes] more than a moving body; [she is] part of all that moves and exists” (Bellerose, 2018, p. 179).
Not every chapter features descriptive accounts of the body in performance. Chapter 5, Falling in Love with Language, by Amanda Williamson, for example, reviews literature that connects the development of somatic awareness to language itself. She draws heavily on the work of Eugene T. Gendlin as well as James Hillman who provide pathways to understand how words and images might spring forth from felt sensation. She inspires us to consider what it might be like to experience an alchemical language that has the power to heal. Williamson’s love of language is clear throughout this chapter. The more one reads her text, the more one is inspired to pick up the slew of phenomenological texts to which she references, texts that have the power to connect us to our soul and the world itself, in all its murky depths.
The highlight of this book by far is Sondra Fraleigh’s Chapter 6, Living Phenomenology.  While it begins with heavy references to existentialism and notions of intentionality that manifest within the context of performing movement, it quickly connects to what is sensed by someone who has learned much through a lifetime of phenomenologically living one’s life with a somatic sense of attunement. Fraleigh orients us to what it is like to experience the somaticity of our senses. She begins by describing her experience of listening to music. To her, music is more than something she hears, it makes her “want to move, sway, zigzag, and dance. It surrounds and powers me, but not in words. I want to hear the music in colour and rhythm, to feel its twang and glow” (Fraleigh, 2018, p. 102). She then goes on to describe how listening is an embodied act: “When I touch, I listen to organizations of body structure through the resonance in bones and find structural uniqueness through the weight of the bone” (Fraleigh, 2018, p. 104), a somatic depth that she then lends to sensing the way flesh moves the body. Her first person account of her somatic sensitivity takes us beyond what it means to connect through modes of listening and touch in the context of dance performance. She reveals how her ability to touch with such profound sensitivity has developed into a hands-on somatic form of healing therapy. She writes,
Now when I use contact and touch in somatic therapy with others, I mind my body, breathe easily, and feel my feet on the ground. At first I use micro-movements that invite and listen for developmental paths in the body of the other to become available.  When they arrive, I can expand upon them. I let go of doing and enter the space between the other and myself as thought and sense impression blend in the flowing life of the present. (Fraleigh, 2018, p. 117)
 She closes the chapter with a story of how such sensitivity opens us up to sense both pain and warmth as she connected to an old friend. What I sensed in this closing was a vulnerability in describing what it is like to live with such somatic awareness as bodies age and our love for dance, for others and for life continues.
 While this review did not summarize nor provide perspective on every chapter, it did speak to chapters of the book that moved me the most. I recommend that any scholar with an interest in the performance of the body within and beyond the context of dance pick up this book. It combines insightful references to primary phenomenological texts with descriptive accounts of what it is like to deeply sense others and the world in and through movement. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]I know that this book encourages me to continue to think of the diverse ways we can engage in phenomenological research that speak to the meaning and life that lives within every little movement. For phenomenological research, in its simplest description, may be thought of as the study of life and how it is lived.  And for those who are drawn to the somatics of dance… movement is life. In closing, may this book invite you into a space and time where a ‘movement is life’ way of living life opens up and become more tenable…where a close reading of the chapters that describe what may be sensed in the simplest of gestures encouragse you to step, with phenomenological wonder, into the depths of your somatic consciousness. Why? Why not? The world, as it may be lived in and through movement, awaits.
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