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Abstract 

In the discourse of performance studies, the body is frequently relegated to the status of a 
fleeting medium—an ephemeral vessel that vanishes once the curtain falls. This article 
challenges such ontological assumptions by positioning the human body as a dynamic, living 
archive. Drawing upon Diana Taylor’s distinction between the "archive" of enduring documents 
and the "repertoire" of embodied practice, and incorporating André Lepecki’s theories on "kinetic 
politics," this study investigates how movement serves as a repository for historical memory. By 
examining the somatic translation of internal sensations into external performance and the 
decolonial potential of traditional movement vocabularies, this paper argues that the body 
"remembers" traumas and triumphs that the written word often elides. Through a critical analysis 
of Akram Khan’s Xenos, the article demonstrates how contemporary choreography acts as a 
site of political inquiry and historical reclamation. 

 

Introduction: Beyond the Written Word 
History is traditionally understood as a ledger of ink and stone—the "archive" of letters, maps, 
and monuments that Diana Taylor (2003) identifies as the primary evidence of Western 
civilization. Yet, for the dancer, the archive is not housed in a climate-controlled room; it is 
muscle, bone, and breath. The body "remembers" what history forgets. While the colonial 
archive often silences the voices of the marginalized, the repertoire—the embodied knowledge 
found in dance, ritual, and gesture—persists as a continuous, lived record of human experience. 

To view the body as an archive is to acknowledge that choreography is more than a sequence 
of aestheticized steps; it is a "kinetic politics" (Lepecki, 2006). Every movement is a choice 
made within a field of social and political forces. When a dancer moves, they are not merely 
performing in the present; they are summoning the ghosts of those who moved before them, 
navigating the sedimented layers of memory that reside within the fascia and the nervous 
system. 

 

Somatic Knowledge: The Interior Architecture of Memory 
At the heart of choreographic memory lies the concept of the Soma. Unlike the "body" as an 
object to be looked at, the Soma is the body perceived from within. Somatic knowledge is the 
deep, cellular understanding of weight, balance, and tension. It is through this internal lens that 
historical memory is processed and translated into external performance. 

Translating Sensation into Performance 



The process of creation often begins with a "somatic haunting"—a feeling or an ancestral 
rhythm that demands physical expression. André Lepecki (2006) posits that dance is a "planar" 
engagement with the earth and history. The dancer’s feet do not just touch the floor; they 
interrogate the ground. This internal-to-external translation allows the performer to access what 
Taylor describes as the ephemeral, making the invisible histories of their lineage visible to an 
audience. 

In contemporary dance, this manifests as a rejection of purely decorative movement in favor of 
"authentic" somatic resonance. The choreography becomes a methodology for excavating the 
self, where the dancer acts as both the archaeologist and the site of the dig. 

 

Decolonizing the Stage: Kinetic Resistance 
For centuries, Western balletic standards—the verticality of the spine, the external rotation of 
the hips, and the defiance of gravity—have been positioned as the "universal" pinnacle of 
dance. This hegemony is a form of kinetic colonization. However, contemporary choreographers 
are increasingly using the body-archive to challenge these standards through the integration of 
traditional and folk vocabularies. 

Challenging the Balletic Canon 
Decolonizing the stage involves a deliberate return to "groundedness." Many indigenous and 
folk dance traditions emphasize a relationship with gravity that is diametrically opposed to the 
ethereal lift of classical ballet. By re-centering these movements, dancers reclaim their cultural 
sovereignty. 

●​ The Archive of Resistance: Movement patterns that were once suppressed by colonial 
powers (such as the Capoeira of Brazil or the Kathak of India) are resurrected as acts of 
defiance. 

●​ Hybridity: The fusion of these forms with contemporary techniques does not dilute the 
original; rather, it creates a "Third Space" of performance where the body negotiates its 
complex, multi-layered identity. 

 

Case Study: Akram Khan’s Xenos and the Forgotten 
Soldier 
A profound example of the body as an archive is found in the work of Akram Khan, particularly 
his solo piece Xenos (2018). Khan, a master of both Kathak and contemporary dance, uses his 
body to archive the experiences of the unremembered Indian colonial soldiers of World War I. 

Kinetic Politics in Xenos 



In Xenos, Khan’s movement vocabulary is a jarring collision of the classical and the visceral. 
The rhythmic precision of Kathak footwork is disrupted by the heavy, dragging movements of a 
soldier in the trenches. 

●​ The Repertoire of Trauma: Khan does not simply "act" as a soldier; his body adopts the 
tremors, the collapse, and the frantic "kinetic staccato" of shell-shock. 

●​ The Archival Conflict: The piece serves as a critique of the official Western war archive 
that marginalized these colonial bodies. Khan uses the repertoire to demand a somatic 
reckoning with history, proving that the body can testify when the documents have been 
burned or buried. 

The performance ends with a literal and metaphorical "fall," where the weight of the earth 
consumes the dancer—a powerful image of the body returning to the landscape of memory it 
has labored to archive. 

 

Conclusion: The Body as a Vital Site of Inquiry 
As the International Journal of Creative Arts & Performance (IJCAP) embarks on its mission to 
document the cutting edge of artistic practice, it must recognize the body as a primary site of 
intellectual and political inquiry. The choreography of the 21st century is not a flight from reality 
but a deep dive into the archives of the self and society. 

The body remembers the rhythms of survival, the posture of oppression, and the expansive 
gestures of liberation. By centering somatic knowledge and kinetic politics, we ensure that the 
dance remains a rigorous discipline capable of challenging history and reimagining the future. In 
the theater of the world, the body is the only archive that breathes. 
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