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How 10 READ DANCE

Making Sense of Contemporary Dance
Choreography Through the WifiBody.ph 2018
Choreography Competition in Manila

To read implies the ability to interpret, process, and make meaning
out of what is seen (or experienced). But to know that we see what we
see, we need to know that we have the inherent human capacity to
understand (think, digest, make sense of) abstract action and translate
it to objective words, thoughts, and ideas. To be able to articulate what
we see in dance, we need to know how we can read dance.!

What is afforded by reading dance is the articulation of what
is danced in relation to its implicit but embodied aesthetic, social
and compositional elements, and the viewer’s own perceptive and
aesthetic preferences. By reading, what is danced becomes the
intersection of various viewpoints of apprehension and world-views
of the viewer’s context, the choreographer’s context, the dancer/s’
context, and ultimately of the contemporary dance context in Manila.

The WifiBody.ph Choreographers Competition is a biannual
contest that deals mainly with solo-duet pieces for new
choreographers. It functions as the first tier of the Cultural Center
of the Philippines (CCP) Choreographers Series curated by Myra
Beltran and Denisa Reyes. It was founded in 2006 as the New
Choreographers Competition under the larger WiFi Body Festival
of the Contemporary Dance Network (that was consolidated in
Beltran’s Dance Forum studio in Quezon City) in collaboration with
CCP. When the festival ended its run, it was re-launched in 2016
under the CCP Choreographers Series. As a platform specifically for
new choreographers, it launched the careers of many distinguished
contemporary dance choreographers in the Philippines, and was the
first to question and use the term contemporary dance in Manila.

For the 2018 edition, eleven ten-minute works were selected from
among 24 submitted pieces. I look at these works to investigate the
ways in which we can read dances particular to the contemporary

'One of the seminal works in dance studies is Susan Leigh Foster’s Reading Dancing.
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Feature: How to Read Dance

dance practice in the Philippines, and to inquire into what these
interpretations could mean in a larger context.
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Taking our cue from the title, we may read the dances on three levels:
the “Body,” “Wifi,” and “Ph.” These levels are particular to our context
in Manila. Knowing how to read dance will give way to understanding
precisely why we think a dance is good or beautiful, or not.

BODY

Regardless of our education, histories, identities, what we all
do have is a body. Each has a body that is one’s only means to
enact and be in this world. It is through the body that we do daily
tasks, rigorous exercises, speaking, thinking, feeling, etc. We know
how to read bodies because we read them everyday as we interact
with all kinds of people around us. To read the body in dance can
mean to see the body for its materiality and athleticism, as a body
that represents other existing bodies, as a body that represents
its self and personality, as a lived body of the very person who
is choreographing or dancing the piece. In reading the dance on
the level of the body, we can ask ourselves: What is it doing in
comparison to my own body and to other bodies I have seen before
either on stage or off? Is it moving in ways that I cannot? Do all the
bodies come together cohesively in unison? Or jarringly? Or hardly
at all? Is it still, or is it very kinetic? Does it move from an emotional
place? What makes the piece interesting in its presentation of bodies?
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Category is: (Un)Realness
Photo by Marveen Lozano

Reading the pieces on the level of the body, it becomes clear
that some works choreographed the “body” as it exists in culture:
as commodified, as abused, or as gendered.

The piece Category is: (Un)Realness (choreographed and
performed by Jared Jonathan Luna) choreographed the body as
it is used in media to depict beauty/non-beauty and desirability.
The presence of a body on a “dance” stage choreographed to walk
fiercely as if in a catwalk, to crawl, to pose as if being photographed,
and to devour a mannequin as if an animal is already in itself an
interesting and new composition and concept. Here we see the body
on print usually portrayed only in realms of fashion, portrayed in
a choreographed space. Moreover, this body depicting a woman’s
body was in fact a “man.”

Meanwhile, Ang Pinakamagandang Treasurer sa Balat ng Lupa
(choreographed and performed by Joshua Bajado) while presenting
a “male” body through a male body, also speaks about feminine
desire and beauty in a more gendered sense. Wearing performance
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make-up and raunchy undergarments as well, the dancer’s body
was wrought with tensions and dynamics of fast/slow and binding/
flowing in time with the spoken word poetry. The spoken word
poetry in Tagalog narrates the painful irony of how women,
particularly the persona’s mother, do not appreciate the “innate”
beauty they are born with when other men, such as himself, just
want to be a woman to feel beautiful.

Ang Pinakamagandang Treasurer sa Balat Lupa
Photo by Marveen Lozano

The connection between depicting gendering by embodying
tensions and dynamics in the body are also apparent in Bali
(choreographed and performed by Mario Niel Villarias). Here the
dancer embodies “male” through doing vigorous shakes and having
a certain groove, and later in a dream embodies “female” through
moving fluidly into feminine poses.

In contrast, Namoka (choreographed and performed by Sasa
Cabalquinto) depicts a non-gendered body as with the Japanese
dance tradition of Butoh. Here the body is still and moves minimally
but impelled by something imagined. The body is choreographed
simply to walk, rock, lay, and strip but in these acts it is also tense,
held jarringly, in pain, and in anguish.

This sense of a pained and abused body is also depicted in
Gummy Bears (choreographed by Jodel T. Cimagala, and performed
by Jovie Ann Domingo and Sheile Mantilla) but in a more explicit,
zombie-like way inspired by the Flakka drugs videos.
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Gummy Bears
Photo by Marveen Lozano

WIFI

Transacting Comfort shows one body delineating space and
the other a more fluid body becoming one work that bridges the
difference between a choreographed body and a choreographed
dancing body, depicting the athleticism, musicality, and flow of a
trained body, as with Mata (choreographed by Ghealyn Undang,
and performed by Undang and Cyril Valeriano) and Dama
(choreographed by Elijah Erick D. Mendoza, and performed by
Mendoza and Debie Rose M. Tiamson). In these instances, we are
prompted to think about the relationship between the body and
other aesthetic elements.

Reading dance on the level of “Wifi” means looking at the body
in relation to space, time, code, context, aesthetic, and narrative.
The “Wifi” in WifiBody.ph comes from its original styling as part of
the larger WiFi Body Festival and was meant to denote that people
involved in the Festival's community were interconnected regardless
of their independence from any institutional space or company. On
this level we can ask: How does the body become meaningful by its
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relation to the context the choreographer presents? What situations
do they depict? What ideas do the choreographers present?

Dama
Photo by Marveen Lozano

Mata
Photo by Marveen Lozano
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Which context does the piece resonate with for me? How does
the body use space, time, and energy to create meaning? How does
it use existing codes of movement to perform an idea? How does it
symbolize events, thoughts, ideas, and feelings? How does the body
relate to material objects?

Here we see that the stage space itself changes as the
representations of bodies change, as the moving changes, and as
the “dancing” becomes more kinetic, or more quiet. Further, by
situating the pieces within this particular dance context, we can
start to look at the bodies, even if they are still or non-danced, as
trained and choreographed enough to be able to be placed in the
space before an audience.

Walk Without Pain
Photo by Marveen Lozano

Continuing the gender theme, two pieces depict a relationship
between two people, one heteronormatively and the other non-
conventionally. Dama shows the comical highs and lows of a
“typical” boy-girl relationship through the dynamics, steps, aesthetic
and energies of hip-hop, staying true to the dancers” forms, but
set to classical music. The presence of this kind of dancing in a
“contemporary” dance competition disrupts how we tend to tie
choreographing to the mode of contemporary dance, and expect
certain kinds of dancing in certain contexts. Meanwhile, Walk Without
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Pain (choreographed by Jovie Ann D. Domingo, and performed by
Beauty Balaga and Ralph Malaque), while “contemporary” in mode,
is unconventional because of the magnetic and effective transgender
female dancer. A dance theater piece with less kinetic movements
and more gestural content, it is effective in its depiction of loss in a
light but ironic way, by bringing together theatrically conventional
elements we use to think of loss such as a candle, sentimental songs,
a ghost, and a limp dead body. But it raises the question: would the
piece be the same if it is done by another dancer? Would it still retain
the unconventionality and irony of using old cues to denote loss in a
new way? At one end it could have been entirely different--maybe
not as humorous--but if we look at the choreographer in terms of the
larger context, we might say that the choreographer is anyone who
makes use of everything around him or her--people, experience,
heartbreak, the dance company they work with, technique, pop
culture--to craft something new, and something interesting to share
with an audience. Regardless of how much the dancer makes the
piece, it is the choreographer who makes all these choices.

Solitaryo
Photo by Marveen Lozano
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The sense of the choreographer being simply the choice-maker
is relevant as well to reading Solitaryo (choreographed by Harry
Monteagudo, and performed by John Michael Acol). More than a
choice-maker, choreography here means that the choreographer
makes certain scenarios for the dancer to perform with an
indeterminate outcome, which constitutes the whole intention of the
piece. The dancer draws his own chalk-line of death, covering space
fluidly as he plasters and draws himself in different shapes across
the floor. The dancer then unrolls a thread line to divide the space
between audience and performer. Afterwards, the dancer sits on
the rocking chair and absent-mindedly pulls the string back to him,
wrapping it around his arm. The “body” does not necessarily “do”
anything, but it is the act of presenting an absent-minded, solitary,
and lonely dancer who seems not to know that he is even performing
that makes the piece meaningful. The piece seems to comment that
there are deaths around us--deaths that perhaps we have a hand
in making--and yet we absent-mindedly move on with our lives
slowly towards oblivion, or toward desensitization and reclusion to
survive. Muffled Headlines (choreographed by John Michael Acol, and
performed by Acol and Ralph Malaque) also comments on current
issues, by presenting the body as representative of certain scenarios,
in this case the silencing of voices by people in power.

Muffled Headlines
Photo by Marveen Lozano
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Bali, Category is..., and Namoka can also be read on the “Wifi”
level. In Bali, dreams turn into nightmare depicted with the aid
of haunting voices, as the male dancer realizes the difficulties in
embodying “female” as a biological male and literally pops the
bubble (his two condom-made breasts) in the end.

Bali
Photo by Marveen Lozano

Meanwhile, Category is... uses voguing as a mode to make clear
through dance that the fierceness and “beauty” we often see in print
media, if done in excess and particularly in that dance mode, makes
thinner the line between beautiful and ugly.

Namoka’s body becomes even more poignant if it is read in
relation to the extrajudicial deaths in the news, symbolized subtly
but effectively in the piece by plasters of bodies strewn in one
corner. She rocks her stiff body, walks, strips herself in order to
cover the wrong, and then moves as if to rejoice under the sunlight.
The simplicity of the piece, the quietness and stillness, makes one
look closer and zoom in to the nuances forcing one to fill in the
blanks and “gaps” in dancing with nostalgia, currency, experience,
and ultimately dejection and anger towards the injustices that the
country is facing, and condemning, today.
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Namoka
Photos by Marveen Lozano

One could say that, aside from Bali, Transacting Comfort and Mata
are the most “conventional” in its use of dance. In its choreographing
of bodies dancing with a flashlight, Mata makes us question how
what we see can only be what is shed light upon. As a danced piece,
it is described as “zen” with the fluidity of the dancing and calm
energy amidst darkness. But it is interesting enough with its use of
dynamics and the dancers’ introspective intentions and attention
to the flashlight.

Transacting Comfort, the winning piece for the competition, is
the most physical and kinetic in its presentation of two bodies. The
manipulation of a tape measure as it relates to the difference in
energies and thematic movement qualities of the dancers, makes
apparent that the piece presents a dialectic between structure and
non-structure/fluidity demarcated by an objective (i.e.,, measured,
numerical) sense of the world. Embodied through a “conventional”
linearity of moving versus a non-conventional spiraling and loose
moving, the “fluid” later wraps the measuring tape around the
“structure,” the former later exiting as the “structure” follows him,
walking as the tape measure slowly retracts in circles. It ends with
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a “zip” when the dancers leave as the measuring tape is drawn back
in by itself. In between these powerful images, the clarity of which
was possible through a well-crafted compositional structure, they
move, breathe, and propel each other in ways that cannot be simply
described as “dancing” but embodying a sense of the world that
only a body can portray.

Transacting Comfort
Photo by Marveen Lozano

Transacting Comfort
Photo by Marveen Lozano
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Indeed during the above piece’s first showing during rehearsals,
Festival Director and mentor Myra Beltran critiqued: “Ang konsepto,
ibaba sa katawan, sa embodiment, sa space, sa time, sa energy ng katawan”
(Bring the concept down to the body, in embodiment, in space, in
time, in the energy of the body). For Beltran, it must be clear that the
body is the medium by which we “write” something, not necessarily
literally translatable meaning, but meaningfully understood. Yet
meanings can also be looked at as culturally constructed, which
brings us to the level of “Ph.”

PH

Reading dance on the level of “Ph” means we ask ourselves: Why
were specific images relevant to me as a Filipino? What does it mean
for us? What does it mean for Philippine contemporary dance? How
does it relate to what has already been said and needs to be said?
How does it tell us how we define choreography and contemporary
dance? How is it uniquely Filipino in its movements and aesthetics?

The first few rehearsals when the pieces were shown to mentors
and past participants for the first time were essentially articulations
of Philippine contemporary discourse. Beltran and Denisa Reyes
endeavored to make sense of each piece, in order to point out aspects
that did not make sense to them, and suggested ways in which
they could be changed to be readable and understandable. Beltran’s
suggestion about bringing the piece back to the level of embodiment
could be understood as a shaping and aligning of a work according
to aesthetic values and choreographic devises of the independent
Philippine/Manila dance community, and is thus also a reflection
of such community’s ideologies rather than just a “correction.”

Aside from the artistic processes that shaped the pieces,
discussions after the show also called for a reading of the dancing
on the “Ph” level. Some found the dancing amiss, which makes
one ask what then do we mean by choreographing, and why was
it seemingly lacking in a few pieces? Does choreographing mean
moving bodies and world-making through embodiment? Creating
new innovative ways of moving, new ways of presenting bodies?
Presenting a new movement vocabulary? Presenting physicality that
works within a concept?
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In thinking of these works above as conceptually definitive of
what contemporary choreography is in Manila, “contemporary”
could mean presenting and choreographing alternative and
resisting views of contemporary life at the level of embodiment
and performativity. It no longer becomes limited to being about
moving with and through the mode of “Contemporary Dance.” If
in the previous years we would need more than two hands to count
how many pretzel rolls and kicks were performed, now the total
pretzel roll count was about five or less. Aside from the absence of
“dance,” contemporary here also means subjectively presenting the
performative dimensions of inquiring into where dance begins and
ends, where choreographed movement begins and ends, and where
performance (i.e., of genders) begins and ends (if it ever ends) in the
context of the stage, and the context of society at large.

Perhaps this signals that we are currently open to choreographing
without a codified aesthetic because when we are able to blur the
boundaries of what we mean by dance, choreography, performance,
and art, we start to recapture and redefine our own meaning of
dance, as it is contemporarily understood in this particular dance
community. And yet it should not be just about the body, but of
embodiment and movement. The choice of the winning piece is a
testament to that. Despite the blurring of boundaries between dance,
performance, and choreography, it is apparent choreographing
should still involve crafting embodiment because it is what
contemporary dance movers and shakers, such as Beltran, Reyes
and the panel of judges,” promote.

If we were to have a general take away from reading dance
in WifiBody.ph, it is that “dance” can lie in the tension between
embodiment and performance, and can be read with conventional
conceptions of dance--that dance has to be hyper kinetic--or as a
way to contest how we define dance. In other words, to read dance
is to be able to appreciate its complexity and varied iterations
and how these are used to be conversant with and critical of our

’The panel of judges were former CCP president Nestor O. Jardin, foremost
dance scholar and critic Professor Basilio Esteban Villaruz, and Japan Foundation’s
Professor Tatsuro Ishii. It must be noted that throughout the WifiBody.ph and its older
format in the Wifi Body Festival as the New Choreographers Competition, a Japanese
judge has been a main fixture because the Japan Foundation funds a large chunk of
the competition.
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understanding of dance, and of current pressing political issues we
experience now.

Regina Salvafia Bautista, M.A., B.M.
Guang Ming College

De La Salle-College of Saint Benilde
reginaangelica.bautista@benilde.edu.ph
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