BILLY COWIE
RICE CAKES
RIVER
TANGOS CUBANOS
Investigating the fusion of dance traditions
through stereoscopic technologies

BILLY COWIE

RESEARCH OUTPUT
Billy Cowie choreographed and produced three collaborative
dance works, which were performed live in 2015 and then
developed into stereoscopic films.
They extended Cowie’s long-term research into the fusion of diverse
dance traditions into contemporary performance and audience
reception of these through innovation in filmed dance.
•
•
•

‘Rice Cakes’ (2015)
‘River’ (2015)
‘Tangos Cubanos’ (2015, 2017)

Each of these choreographies made use of routines enhanced through
filmic projection and music, immersing the dancer in visual designs by
the German artist Silke Mansholt, the effect of which was to clarify and
enhance the dancers’ movements as well as giving further opportunities
to examine where traditions might visually fuse and separate.
‘Rice Cakes’ (2015) and ‘River’ (2015) were live choreographies and
life-size shutter vision stereoscopic installations. The two related
dances involved a single collaborative performer, dancer Rajyashree
Ramamurthi, with music and sound composed by Cowie and played
by him, working with violinist Tadasuke Iijima and tabla player Kuldeep
Rawal. They each explored aspects of dance from Eastern and Western
traditions and were premiered as shutter vision stereoscopic installations
of the danceworks previewed at The Place Theatre, London 25 July
2015, then live as two elements of the performance ‘Edge of Nowhere’
at Dance Base, Edinburgh Festival Fringe 25 August 2015.
‘Tangos Cubanos’ was a ballet for twenty dancers telling the story of a
romantic encounter set against the backdrop of the harsh realities of
everyday life in present day Havana. It was commissioned by Danza
Contemporánea de Cuba in 2015 with support from the British
Council and the performance included a text of ten poems written in
Spanish by Cowie.

Stills from recordings of live
performances
(top) River
(middle) Rice Cakes
(bottom) Tangos Cubanos

The work was premiered in Havana on 14 February 2015. It was revised
for international tour in 2016, with the addition of two new sections
and German subtitles, and included performances at the Opera House,
Bonn, and the Bolshoi Festival, Moscow. A three-dimensional version of
the work was created using innovations in shutter vision stereoscopy,
and installed in Germany, Spain and the United Kingdom between 2017
and 2019. The methods used in the development of the performance
were disseminated through a documentary, which was commissioned by
the British Council.
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Rice Cakes. River. Tangos Cubanos.

(left)
Still from the stereoscopic
installation of River, performed by
Rajyashree Ramamurthi
(below)
Still from the live performance of
River, performed by
Rajyashree Ramamurthi
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Rice Cakes. River. Tangos Cubanos.

Rice Cakes
Rajyashree Ramamurthi, choreographed by Billy Cowie
Visual design by Silke Manhsolt
Access recording of performance at
https://youtu.be/1UUKmxXx5YU

River
Rajyashree Ramamurthi, choreographed by Billy Cowie
Visual design by Silke Manhsolt
Access recording of performance at
https://youtu.be/hp50AJC49Zs
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Rice Cakes. River. Tangos Cubanos.

Tangos Cubanos
Danza Contemporánea de Cuba, choreographed by Billy Cowie
Visual design by Silke Manhsolt
Access recording of performance at
https://youtu.be/NMgxpOpmOnM

Tangos Cubanos Documentary
Made by Adolfo Izquierdo, supported by the British Council
Access documentary film at
https://youtu.be/Vv1PRIwBm2c

(overleaf)
Tangos Cubanos
Stills from each of the ten dances in the work, choreographed for
contrasting combinations of performers
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Rice Cakes. River. Tangos Cubanos.
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Tangos Cubanos
Still from the documentary film
showing Cowie working with
dancers in rehearsal

With these three works, Cowie, who is internationally recognised
in the field of live and screendance choreography, questions
how the elements of the diverse global traditions of dance can
be better understood through experiment at the point of fusion.
Drawing on his specialist and pioneering understanding of screendance,
he tests how this fusion can be achieved through cinematic approaches
and recording technologies alongside those of live dance performance,
and how this might translate to new forms of digitally preserved
danceworks.
Specific questions articulated through the exploration were:
1.

How can a dance performance capitalise upon shared ground
between the traditions of international dance, specifically those
of Indian Odissi dance and the traditions of tango and western
contemporary dance?

2.

Drawing on the experience of international dance forms, how can
techniques such as text lip-synching and the use of visual metaphor
be deployed in practice to enrich dance vocabulary?

3.

What limitations and possibilities are at play in the transformation
from live dance to recorded installation, and how might perceived
gaps between these forms be bridged creatively?
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RESEARCH CONTEXT
Cowie draws upon selected aspects from a range of diverse
cultural practices: the Odissi dance tradition (one of the eight
main branches of Indian dance), the classical tango tradition and
contemporary dance techniques associated with the western
traditions.
These choreographies recognise the breadth and depth of these
traditions and explore the new contextual meanings brought through
contemporary live and filmed performance. The traditional tango that
forms the initial context for ‘Tangos Cubanos’ as both a musical form
and a dance form, has a two-hundred-year history that developed
from the Cuban habanera through Brazil into the twentieth-century
Argentinian Tango Nuevo. Cowie’s work in ‘River’ and ‘Rice Cakes’ builds
on contemporary dancers’ interest in incorporating dance styles of India
in the UK, notably the work of Shobana Jeyasingh and Akhram Khan.
Cowie drew on his own earlier dance work ‘La Soupe’ (1990). Performed
in The Music Room at the Royal Pavilion, Brighton, with Indian bangra
singer Parmjit Pammi, this was his early experiment in the integration of
Indian musical and dance elements into contemporary dance.
In the three works, Cowie embeds the dancers in images from artist
Silke Mansholt. Mansholt is experienced in the creation of projected
imagery both in their own work, for example ‘Orphan’ (2003), and in
a series of works for Cowie performances and installations, ‘Jenseits’
(2012) and ‘Dark Rain’ (2013). Through this technique, the performers
appear immersed in the imagery, and this in turn helps to define their
movements. For the purposes of the research, this technique offers ways
in which visual references can adapt or enhance those of dance actions,
sounds or textual reading, for example blurring boundaries between
bodily shapes or bringing focus to particular movements.

(top) Still from recording of
La Soupe (1990)
Royal Pavilion, Brighton
(bottom) Odissi Dancer
Ankita Nayak

The research recognises the interdependency of stage and
performance, particularly where the stage is moved from the live space
to the screen image. As Roberto Medina says in his review of ‘Tangos
Cubanos’, ‘The discourses of dance and stage design do not follow
separate paths, but interlock with each other. They have, however, a
sharp visual independence, an autonomy in the authenticity of their
respective forms of expression, stimulating in their complementation the
expansion of the senses they generate’. (Medina, 2016)
All three works extended current stereoscopic screendance practice.
Stereoscopic filming of dance has been pioneered over the past ten
years in, for example, ‘Pina’ (Wim Wenders, 2011) and ‘Cunningham’,
(Alla Kovgan, 2019). Cowie’s experiments sought to extend the potential
of these through the presentation of life-size performers. Cowie’s earlier
‘In the Flesh’ (2007) began his interest in the potential of the freestanding, life-size projected dancer as a means to bring the audience
closer to the sense of a live performance while testing the impact of the
technological mediation.
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RESEARCH PROCESS

Cowie worked with dancer Rajyashree Ramamurthi (Rice Cakes,
River) and Danza Contemporánea de Cuba (Tangos Cubanos)
to investigate how elements of traditional dance might be
fused and provide context for each other across international
performance and filmic installation.
Of particular concern to Cowie was the integration of storytelling
elements in fused dance tradition, how narrative could inform crosscultural engagement and where the emotive elements use narrative
patterns or separate from them. The traditional Indian dance form Odissi
includes intricate storytelling related to gesture, the use of detailed
hand and face movements, the use of visual metaphor, some iconic
body positions and, lastly, highly rhythmic footwork. In his experiment
with the Cuban and South American traditional forms, Cowie built a
narrative of his own through the ten poems he composed, exploring
a doomed romantic relationship and making implicit reference to the
other meaning of ‘tango’ as a complicated encounter. The storyline is
suffused with elements of Cuban life but, rather than attempting to copy
the conventional Tango dance moves, Cowie’s choreography evoked
the essence of Tango performance. This acknowledges the narrative that
evolves through the ongoing tradition of the danceform, for example the
‘telepathic’ communication of the dancing pair, the symbolic back heel
flick, the glide, the abrupt change of direction, dramatic pauses, and the
contrast of slow and quick movements. Cowie’s investigation balanced
aspects that were driven by narrative against the immediate emotional
value of the bodily movements, including the underlying sublimation of
sexuality in the form.
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Rehearsal and experiment
for River

BILLY COWIE

Rice Cakes. River. Tangos Cubanos.
The importance of sound and its relationship with
other elements in the works, was examined through
specially composed and created music alongside
carefully constructed vocal elements. The music for
‘Tangos Cubanos’ is a series of ten tangos for violin,
accordion and piano that use the characteristic
habanera rhythm. The poetic texts that introduce
each of the ten dance sections are spoken before
the performers begin, with the effect that the
language element haunts the visual creation while it
is performed. In ‘Rice Cakes’ and ‘River’, background
music was written by Cowie and performed on piano
(Cowie) violin (Tadasuke Iijima) and tablas (Kuldeep
Rawal), while the dancer appears to be speaking the
text of a short parable. After experimenting with vocal
effects, Cowie chose for the words to be mimed to a
pre-recorded voice track. This lip-syncing allowed a
natural speaking tone, avoiding theatrical projection
and the need for a microphone. It also freed the
dancer, while the unusual sound world brought
additional value to the exchange and interface
between Eastern and Western cultures.

water, in symbolic forms and narrative histories, had
an important function in bringing the Eastern and
Western traditions together. In ‘Tangos Cubanos’,
the texts and dances were suffused with elements
of Cuban life, for example diesel fumes, open
sexuality, Valentine’s Day obsessions, small cakes,
balconies, Cristal beer and overloaded trucks. These
metaphorical frameworks acted as unifying contexts,
fulfilling a dual function as structural choreographic
elements. Through the fusion of dual cultures in an
immersive dance environment the pieces begin to
translate a set of messages that can work across the
different cultures.
In order to test how this fusion operated in a
transposition from live dance to screendance,
Cowie experimented with stereoscopic installation
techniques. Aiming to give the viewer a particularly
vivid experience, one as close as possible to viewing
the performance live, he experimented with the
framing and focus possibilities, carefully considering
which elements of a performance would be within
the frame of a filmed version. The Odissi dance
fusion naturally extended into Cowie’s developing
methods, as its relatively stationary performance
styles allowed a vertical filming format to enhance
the sense of the close range audience experience
and to produce the highest definition possible of
the dancer. This experiment had the effect of further
limiting the dancer’s movements, leading to a mostly
static position that also contributed to the sense of an
Eastern dance influence.

Cowie and Ramamurthi investigated the use of
verbal storytelling in the first halves of ‘River’ and
‘Rice Cakes’ followed by second halves in which only
visual storytelling was used, communicating through
the dancer’s movement, the projected visuals and
the audible cues created in the dance environment.
Cowie recognised that the storytelling elements of
Odissi and the tango tradition were predicated on
the knowledge shared by performer and audience of
a wide range of gestures and body positions. In the
Indian examples, dance movements were known to
have identified meanings and a repertoire of stories
that were well-known to audiences. Cowie
queried how new contemporary stories might
be explored through dance, and developed an
experimental alternative to the shared repertoire of
symbolic gestures available in the Odissi dance form.

The dancer was filmed with two cameras which
had to be positioned at precise angles to allow the
superimposition of the images without distorting
the dancer’s body. This led to striking effects, which
were understood by the audience as belonging to
a new form of dance: ‘One is never so close to the
dance in the theatre. What immediately strikes one
is that the otherwise usual optical distortion in 3D,
the unnaturally long arms and legs are all missing
completely. Cowie has worked for a long time on this
and we raise a glass to him.’ (Tanz Magazine, 2017)

In the second half of ‘Rice Cakes,’ for example, visual
metaphor was used to develop the fused storytelling
potential of the dance. Cowie built upon his earlier
research into the use of visual metaphor published in
Anarchic Dance (Aggis and Cowie 2006). Extending
the ways in which postures, movements and props
have a recognisable meaning to the audience,
he considered how this applied to the source
traditions in Odissi. In ‘Rice Cakes’, the two cakes are
transformed into different, meaningful things: breasts
symbolising the growing up of the young Rajyashree;
the hair buns of Princess Leia, mentioned in the
story as someone exceedingly self-centred; actual
rice cakes held out of the reach of the little brother;
and the crown and heart chakras with their links to
love and spirituality. In the second half, the visual
metaphors pick up the story and include a delicate
hand gesture of flowing water that metamorphoses
into a swimming movement. The universality of

In contrast, in ‘Tangos Cubanos’, the original twenty
dancers were reduced to two for the stereoscopic
work. The choreography was also much less static
and Cowie chose a more conventional ‘landscape’
screen, developing further a format he had used
in his stereoscopic installation ‘Tango de Soledad’
(2010). This allowed the dancers to move much more
freely and to mirror each other while still maintaining
the illusion that the spectators feel they are actually
watching real life-size dancers inhabiting the same
spaces that they occupy.
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RESEARCH INSIGHTS
Cowie’s research provided insights into the
ways the experience of dance uses cultural and
methodological fusion, bringing examples from
diverse cultures to new choreographies that
paid close attention to the balance of narrative
and visual techniques, the use of metaphor
and symbol, and the potential shift of audience
perception between live and digital versioning.
The research highlighted the challenges and
solutions associated with combining contrasting
traditions. Those traditions which focus overtly on
detailed, self-contained and specific movement, for
example, required special consideration when fusing
them with expansive and disparate alternatives.
The research recognised the limitations of dance to
impart certain kinds of information detail. This was
particularly true where voice narration was part of
the traditional form being drawn upon, but it also
emerged in a growing understanding of how the
knowledge base for audiences and dancers allowed
subtle and nuanced movements to convey their
meanings. Cowie carefully considered how narratives
of dance might allow interpolation of spoken word
traditions, and recognised through the research
the extent of the problem of having dancers speak:
dancers are rarely trained actors with the ability to
project their voices; use of microphones brings its
own difficulties if the dancers are moving around the
stage; audiences are not expecting dance to include
theatrical speech conventions and may shift their
focus away from the visual imperative of dance.
Building on techniques of German Tanztheater, which
integrates speech into dance performance and has
been influential in this field, Cowie considered how
aspects of Odissi might be brought effectively to
this alternative platform. In ‘Rice Cakes’ and ‘River’,
the dancer pre-recorded speaking parts and the
resulting deceptive lip-syncing became an extra level
of the performance. This innovation added further
dimensions to performance culture and practice,
as the dancer’s words diversified from the norms of
theatrical address and could, paradoxically, sound
more natural and even allow a dancer to whisper.

Stills from recordings of live performances
(top) River
(middle) Rice Cakes
(bottom) Tangos Cubanos
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Rice Cakes. River. Tangos Cubanos.
Tango has influenced dance in many ways, compellingly where classical
tango is danced with a greater fluidity of movement, breaking up the
tightness of the form, for example in the Milonga of Sidi Larbi Cherkaoui.
In ‘Tangos Cubanos’, however, Cowie aimed to deliver a fragmented
and reassembled version of tango, through which very little is wholly
and immediately recognisable as the source dance of the fusion. The
two most recognisably ‘tango’ sections subvert the form, for example
‘Kiss,’ where the only contact of the dancers through the whole piece is
their lips, referencing what is a more underlying sexuality in the original
dance. Through this approach to the fusion of dance traditions, Cowie
was able to explore a set of sensibilities which were difficult to define
precisely but which, from Cuban press articles, met with some consensus
and success: ‘The Argentine Enrique Santos Discépolo, considered one
of the greatest poets of tango, defined the genre as a sad thought that is
danced. Perhaps this was the single idea captured by the choreographer
and composer [Cowie]’ (Sanchez, 2016).
A live dance performance is by nature, an ephemeral and fluid event
and Cowie provided significant insight into the reconstructing of dance
through film, a complex and imprecise exercise that can fail to capture
the unique atmosphere and character of the performance. Cowie’s
experiments with stereoscopic installation offered a different kind of
mediation and representation, an alternative to video documentation,
for certain kinds of dances or dance forms, which created the illusion of
being in the same room as the actual dancer and witnessing the original
live performance. This method of dissemination preserved the work
in a way which was more faithful to important aspects of the original
live performance. Its use in ‘Rice Cakes’ and ‘River’, for example, made
specific reference to the stationary position that solo Odissi dancers
retain. This led to an understanding both of the way this particular dance
might be integrated into other traditions and the technical possibilities
and restrictions of recording dance. Cowie’s approach has the potential
to transform some of the ways in which dancers share and teach their
work, challenging the perceived gap between recorded and live
performance.
The challenge of creating the stereoscopic version of ‘Tangos
Cubanos’ was different and this drove understanding of the degree
of compensation necessary for the absence of the spectacle of mass
movement. Here it was balanced by the intimacy of the experience and
in particular the closeness of the audience to the screen delivery of the
dancers, creating an impression of them being only a few metres away.
Besides the Tanztheater, Cowie also resurfaced early considerations
of mechanical aspects in dance, drawing on the 1930s choreographic
work of Oskar Schlemmer at the Bauhaus. This reflection on the
mechanical and puppetry has rarely been explored since but, following
developments in three-dimensional filming (Wenders, 2011), Cowie
offers further insight into the ways in which stereoscopy references an
evolution in dance away from human fallibility.
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Tangos Cubanos
(top) Visual design by Silke
Mansholt for the Introduction to
Tangos Cubanos
(bottom) Still from live
performance of Tangos Cubanos
Showing use of wider stage set
and projection effect.
(overleaf)
Still from the stereoscopic
installation of River
Performed by
Rajyashree Ramamurthi
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Rice Cakes. River. Tangos Cubanos.
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DISSEMINATION
RICE CAKES

TANGOS CUBANOS

RIVER

The live work ‘Tangos Cubanos’ was premiered in
Havana on 14 February 2015. https://havana-live.
com/havanas-danza-contemporanea-stages-threeunforgettable-pieces/

The shutter vision stereoscopic installations, ‘Rice
Cakes’ and ‘River’ were each shown at The Place
Theatre, London on 25 July 2015. https://www.
theplace.org.uk/whats-on/billy-cowie-made-china

The revised edition was presented in
•
Havana. http://www.lajiribilla.cu/articulo/tangoscubanos-la-poesia-en-la-danza-de-billy-cowie
•
Bonner Oper, Bonn, 2016. https://ga.de/news/
kultur-und-medien/archaische-kaempfe_aid43111837 | https://www.prensa-latina.cu/
images/2017/Publicaciones/TheHavanaReporter/
thr-21Febrero2017.pdf (page 10)
•
Moscow Bolshoi Festival, 2017. https://
bolshoimoscow.com/other/Danza_
Contemporanea_de_Cuba/

The live works were premiered as the central two
elements of Edge of Nowhere at Dance Base
in Edinburgh on 25 August 2015. https://www.
dancebase.co.uk/festival-2015/under-flat-sky-edgeof-nowhere-388
Subsequently the stereoscope was installed at:
•

•
•

Kronenboden Gallery, Berlin, 10 September
- 29 October 2017. http://www.photographyin.berlin/kronenboden-billy-cowie-echtefalschungen/
Matadero, Madrid, 19 - 26 May 2018. https://
www.mataderomadrid.org/en/schedule/
fiver-2018
Centro Botín, Santander, 21 - 26 May 2019.
https://www.centrobotin.org/actividad/
falsificaciones-genuinas-video-instalacion-debilly-cowie/

Stereoscopic dance elements were presented at:
•
Kronenboden Gallery, Berlin, SeptemberOctober 2017.
•
Matadero, Madrid, May 2018.
•
Centro Botín, Santander, May 2019.
A film of the performance is available at:
https://youtu.be/NMgxpOpmOnM

Films of the live performances are available at:
‘Rice cakes’ https://youtu.be/1UUKmxXx5YU
‘River’ https://youtu.be/hp50AJC49Zs

The documentary on making ‘Tangos Cubanos’ is
available at: https://youtu.be/Vv1PRIwBm2c

The works were reviewed by the popular press and
specialist dance publications (Brennan, 2015;
Dow, 2015).
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Responses to ‘Tangos Cubanos’
‘If anyone doubts that the arts can mesh fluidly, please run to see Danza
Contemporánea de Cuba (DCC). The Scottish choreographer Billy
Cowie has found a formula so good, so intense as to confuse the senses.
Poetry, painting, poetry, sculpture, poetry, dance, poetry, poetry! Tangos
Cubanos has a little of tango and a little of Cuba, but is aimed more at
the universal and falls entirely on the sublime.’
Martha Sanchez (2016) ‘La fórmula de la poesía en la danza.’ Prensa
Latina, 20 February 2015. Republished and available at https://
plumasselectas.com/columnistas/la-formula-de-la-poesia-en-la-danza
‘Cowie choreographed a series of geometric group combinations
where exact repetition became the algorithm provoking the rigor. Less
programmatic especially in the duets, the British artist was referring
to a plausible Havana, hard and nostalgic, romantic and vulgar life
experiences, dotted as printed graphic on the costumes and fully
reinforced in the expressionist drawings projected on the entire width
of the stage. The dance told tense and dramatic stories, more modern
than contemporary as a tango, concrete, somewhat contained with
even repressed moments ... [an]... intercultural creation, evidence
of a chivalrous sensitivity with give and take to the other. A piece to
remember the good synthesized making and to remind us of that which
we carry beyond any social border.’
Andrés D Abreu (2015) ‘El beso simétrico de Billy Cowie.’ La
Jiribilla, 27 February 2015. Republished and available at https://
teatrocubanoenprimerapersona.blogspot.com/2015/02/tangoscubanos-el-beso-simetrico-de.html
‘The whole is a ritual of sobriety, it is the delicacy, the economy of means,
the symbol open with multiple significant edges, it is to make a voyage
to the profundity of the interpretation and then receive it reworked in
each passage, at all moments.’
Pedro Ángel (2015) ‘Por la danza total.’ La Habana. Cuba.
21 February 2015.
See also Pedro Ángel (2016) ‘Coreografía, ¿sí?’ http://www.lajiribilla.
cu/articulo/coreografia-si

Stills from recording of live
performance
(from top to bottom)
River
Rice Cakes
Tangos Cubanos
Tangos Cubanos

‘there are three interacting discourse levels: the dance, the oral story and
the graphic story. They are the three semantic layers intertwined in the
same sad story: the one danced by the performers, the one told in words
and the one referred to in the scenographic design. The way of relating
it is of literary origin, recognizable in the fragmentation of the scenes,
separated as pictures in succession... the most persistent passages, that
resist to disappear, they are activated and unfold before the observer,
and they are reproduced later in the emotional and sensory impression
of the assistants. Art is the poetic way to recover them and deliver them
to others.’
Roberto Medina (2016) ‘Tangos cubanos, la poesía en la danza de Billy
Cowie.’ La Jiribilla. Edition 782, 2-8 July 2016. http://www.lajiribilla.cu/
articulo/tangos-cubanos-la-poesia-en-la-danza-de-billy-cowie
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(overleaf)
Still from recording of live
performance
Tangos Cubanos
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Rice Cakes. River. Tangos Cubanos.
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