An Interview with Cathy Weis
nd
Cathy Weis performs a
teaches video us~ in documentation, technology, and performance throughout
Europe and ~~e ll_nzted Stat~s. In 1996 sh~ received a Bessie Award "in recognition of outstanding creative
achiev~ent . . This paS t spring I spoke with Cat~y in North Bennington, Vermont. She had just finished
directm~ a live Internet performance co!labor~tzon. with Mikhail Bielieky, a videographer in Prague. With the
interactive technology of the Internet, this pro1ect links performers and viewers in one location with their
counterparts in a city across the ocean. She says, "What in previous performances might have happened in the
corner of the performance space, may now be occurring on a different continent, hours ahead or behind."
Paula Sager: Cathy, you've been involved with dance
and video for a long time. I'm interested to hear about
the relationship between your experience of Authentic
Movement and your process of working with dancers
and making performance pieces.

Cathy Weis: I'm interested in seeing inside the
movement and outside the movement. Videotaping
dance put me in the position of being the viewer and at
the same time, feeling empathetic and connected to the
movement. This way of seeing and feeling movement at
the same time is something I've done for so long, that
it's just part of what I do naturally all the time.
I think this also relates to how I began to emerge
from a dark time in my life after I was diagnosed with
Multiple Sclerosis. I didn't have a lot of energy and I
didn't know how long I had to do the work I wanted to
do. I wrote to Aut Hougee at The Center for New Dance
Development in Arnhem, The Netherlands, and told
him I wanted to make a performance piece. I don't
think he knew that I'd never made one before. So in
1993, I went there and made a piece and of course it was
way too ambitious. I did every idea I'd ever thought
about and it just about broke me. When I came back to
New York all I had to do was take apart all those
ideas from the piece and I had about five years of work
right there. This was around the time I was introduced
to Authentic Movement.
Paula: Do you want to say more about what happened
that led to what you've called "emerging from the
dark"?
Cathy: There was a period of time before I got

diagnosed when I felt really terrible and I didn't know
why. I'm sure it was a big physical thing, but w~o
knows? Was it my relationship, was it me, w_a s ~t what
I was doing? It's not something you can put your finger
on. But then when I was diagnosed, my worst fear_ ever
came true, because I grew up with my mother having
Multiple Sclerosis. I've told this story now so m~y
times that I feel phony saying it, like I ~ow this next
part is a real heart wrencher, but I t~ll 1t an~ay. I
went to the doctor and he said there s something really
seriously wrong with you. I don't know what it is, b':1t
either you have a brain tumor or M.S. I just prayed it
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was a brain tumor, because I'd seen M.S. It was very
hard.
When I first heard the news I approached it like a
woman warrior. I was not going to let it get me, but
when a long-time relationship ended, I just fell apart.
It was too many losses. I just closed the doors. I couldn't
stand to see anyone or talk to any of my friends. I was
by myself and got into this weird cycle of internal
monologues. The anger, rage, and pain were driving me
crazy. The pain was l~e a knife, so I could barely
breathe. I remember just trying to take a breath and
saying if I ever don't feel this way, I w~ appre~iate
every second of life. That went on for qwte a while.
And then, somehow I started coming out of it.
Paula: How were you able to come out of it?
Cathy: That is still such a mystery to me. It was pur~
survival; it is pure survival. Whatever makes me up 1s
such a combination of seeing my mother's experience,
all the things that have been fed into me and
everything I've found on my own, but there was an
element that was beyond me. Something was on
automatic, whether I killed myself or didn't. I was on
that edge. If one more thing had happened, I would
have. I became aware that those repetitive loops of
thinking were driving me crazy. That was when I
started needing to talk to somebody. But I couldn't talk
to anyone I knew because if anyone had seen me they
would have been so pained. I was in such a down
position. I was so weak and desperate, and I couldn't
lay that on anyone. I couldn't stand to see anyone I
cared about's face.
' face seeing
. y0 u.?
Paula: To see someones
Cathy: Yes. I started having to be with people I didn't
know, people who were as down and out as I wa~, and
that's why I was hanging out in the streets and in bars
at one stage. In the next stage there was a woman I had
met in a Tai Chi class many years before. She had also
been in extreme physical crisis. She just let me weep
better.AA
She
an d wa1·1, and she didn't say it's going to
. be th
let me go through it with her. She was into ese
things which I never would have done befor_e, but I
went to some, AL-ANON especially. It was JUSt a bunch
of people who all acknowledged we were there because
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we were desperate. And that helped me. Then I started
being able to do some positive things. The first one was
the Achilles Club, a runners club for people without
limbs, people with cerebral palsy, down syndrome,
brain damage, the most shunned people you can
imagine. Anyone else would have thought it was such
a pathetic place, but for me it was so positive. We'd
work out with an able-bodied person and then go out
running. Most people there had very little physical
strength, so everything they did was with pure spirit.
That experience was a real turning point for me. I
started Tai Chi again, which was really dealing with
the physical straight on. I could work on shifting
weight, comparing one side to the other, and beginning
to let some weight fall through the right leg, which is
really hard for me. Then I went to Europe and when I
came back, I began developing some of those ideas with
Jennifer Monson, who introduced me to Authentic
Movement.
Paula: How did that affect your process?

Cathy: Just getting up and moving in front of her really
changed me. Closing my eyes and. getting inside, rather
than always having to move under the duress of getting
from one place to another was so important. It was the
first time I could get inside myself and be free in my
own imagination to move. We didn't talk a lot about it.
It was simply close your eyes and move, but that was
enough.
I think that doing Authentic Movement is a way to
connect my body to myself. Sometimes in other contexts,
what I feel on the inside isn't what's really
happening. I'll think I'm doing a position say in a yoga
or dance class, then I'll look and my body is way off. So
I use Authentic Movement as a way to get the different
body parts working with each other.
Paula: Do your internal kinesthetic sensation and the
external appearance of that become more in synch?
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Cathy: If I take my time to slow things down, my body
begins moving in a different way and I can pay
attention more easily. Often in the movement, I try to
feel my feet on the floor because my balance is so
shaky-that's one thing about having strength on one
side and not the other. Even if my arms are moving, I
focus on the feet and getting weight to go through my
legs. It's a constant effort; it doesn't happen naturally.
In my day-to-day life, I'm not always confident that
my body will respond automatically. There are certain
reflexes that my body doesn't do. For example, my
muscles on the right side don't always do the normal
contract and release pattern. If I have to cover a certain
am0unt of distance, like getting from the car to the
house, I get into a stiff leg thing. But when I do
Authentic Movement, I feel much more confident and
free .
Paula: What is it like for you to see movers through

the lens of a video camera?

Cathy: I always enjoyed shooting dance because I never
had a formula and I had this way of shooting where I
kept both eyes open, so I could keep one eye looking
through the lens and the other seeing the outside view,
the bigger picture of the space. And I could switch from
one eye to the other. So if one eye was looking through
the viewfinder and seeing a dancer jumping up and
down in space, I'd have the other eye on the whole
stage. If they leaped through space, I could be there
where they landed. You can't always do that if you're
looking with one eye and closing the other.
Paula: What about the sense that you described as
empathy, of what the movement evokes in you?
Cathy: Have you ever noticed how when dancers
watch other dancers, their whole bodies are moving?
That's a kind of empathy that I feel. When I'm
engaged in watching movement, there's always
something I don't understand. It's intriguing for me to
feel.what movers are doing in their bodies and wonder
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bout what's happenin~ in their minds. That's what 1
~d interesting. I guess 1t has to do with seeing
something that's not entirely familiar to me and
wanting to know more.
Paula: With dance there is usually such a specific
. tention on the part of the performer to show the
:dience something. I remember the tape you made
years ago of your grandmother, in which there was no
performance ~ontext _whatsoever. She was just being
who she was m her life, and you were recording it.
There was a quality in that tape about the way your
eyes behind the camera allowed her life to be seen.
This is something I associate with witnessing in
Authentic Movement. I could see your desire to
understand or preserve something important without
knowing what that might be. The tape is really about
that process of revelation.
Cathy: I think you're talking about a way of loving
something or someone that you're seeing. It also
reminds me about the inside and the outside aspects of
a performance. The actual making of a piece is such a
magical, informative process, and you never know for
sure what it will become. I always feel it's cheating
people just to show them the performance. I think
that's another reason I want to give the audience a few
different viewpoints of the piece, even if they can't see
the whole process of how it got made.
Paula: What about when we think of the audience as a
witness? I know we can't assume that's the attitude
they're coming with. Do you think there is an element
of exposure or even danger in the relationship between
the one who is seeing and the one who is being looked
at?

Cathy: Well, I know as a performer and creator I
certainly feel vulnerable. When you're making
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something, you JUS
· t h ave no idea
.
how people are going
to read it. How does someone read what they see? It's
very scary and risky, and you have to fail sometimes or
you're not taking chances.
. You can have a friend come in and look at the
piece, but it's not the same as how an audience will
reac~. Or maybe you don't care how people will react;
thats a wh?le other thing. In some work it's important
to co~urucate, and in others it's important to
experrment, to explore something about say, movement,
~d create a laboratory in which you can really look at
things and not have your decisions be based on how
someone's going to read it. How people interpret is
more of a social consideration. It's about communication
which is not necessarily the same as the impulse to
create.
Paula: But it seems that this is an area of interest for
you: the phenomenon of how people see and how they
react. I think about your "Video Head" asking the
audience members to p~ss it down in order to get a
better view of the performance. You're asking people to
look at that dynamic between the seer and the seen in
action. And it's a very complex relationship.
Cathy: Yes, it is and I am interested in how people
see things. I'm not just interested in a laboratory
situation. When I make a piece, I create a sequence,
having made choices with certain things in mind.
Generally, if you put a big screen on the stage, most
people are going to look at the screen. How can you let
them do that and then get them to turn away or realize
that they've been staring at the image instead of the
real person? How can you help people become aware of
what they're looking at? Most of the time we're so
absorbed in the drama, or bored, or distracted, that
Continued on Page 13
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adventure of trying on energies that you have put
"beyond the pale" of your conscious identity. For
example, my Propriety Part saw with disapproval
someone "showing off," which of course I wouldn't do.
(My obnoxious sister would.) When I purposely let
myself show off in an Authentic Movement session, I
found it exhilarating and funny. I have a big, highenergy Show Off Part I hadn't let live in me before.
As a performer, I would have type-cast myself as
someone who could not play a show-off believably.
• Keep a journal in which you write dialogues
between your Parts, starting with Artist, Critic, and
Inspirer talking to each other. We need to
communicate with the Critics, so that we can begin to
learn about them and from them. Rather than taking
on the role of Victim and defending yourself, let the
Artist and Inspirer challenge the Critic to be an artist
as well as an expert. Ask it for specific helpful
suggestions.
• DRAW the Parts! Draw them big and in color.
It doesn't matter if you "can't draw." Make forms or
lines that have the feeling, then add eyes, mouths,
and feet, like cartoons. Draw them singly, and in
relation to each other. You might even feel
compelled, as I have, to make small figures of your
Parts, symbolic representations made from found
objects-bottles, cans, jewelry, driftwood, cloth, etc.
Again, it's a relief to see them outside of yourself,
rather than have them all inside fighting to be the
Real You.
In a Parts Party workshop, you would get to find
your present cast of characters via Authentic
Movement, and then assign your Parts to other
participants to play for you. You would costume them,
tell them how to move, and what to say. Each of
them gets to say or show what's special about itself.
You would direct their interactions, step in to play
any Part yo~ want to, make sure no one part takes over
your identity, and generally be the appreciative
Witness to the relationships among all your Parts. 0

Aileen Crow has been a professional actress in
New York City, a costume designer, and a teacher of
Movement for Actors at NYU and the American
Shakespeare Festival, CT.
She is a creativity counselor in private practice.
Lately she has been leading workshops in
Personality Parts Parties, and in Authentic
Movement and Dream Figure Making.
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we're not even aware of what we are thinking and
seeing.
Working with dancers and imagery as I do,
especially when the images are as big or bigger than
the live performers, there are always questions of
what people will look at. I like to create an
opportunity for the audience members to make choices
about what they're looking at. But from the inside
perspective, I think it's really important for
performers to develop a way of understanding what it
looks like from the outside. So I'll often have people
sit out and watch someone else step into their part in
the piece. Sometimes I'll work with dancers who've
danced forever and developed their own style and
vocabulary. So then they're in this different context
where there are all these other accouterments, often
including their own image in the space too. I want to
see their imagination in the situation, to see how
they relate to the light and the imagery in a
performing context. The only way to do that is for the
performer to have cultivated that inside/ outside
mind, and be able to understand the whole picture, not
just what she or he is doing.
Paula: Can you give an example of this?
Cathy: In the second section of The Gravity Twins,
there is a circle of light in which the dancers are
moving. One of the cameras is overhead looking down
on the performers and the other camera is mounted on
stage right pointing diagonally toward the circle of
light. The technology lets the audience see both those
points of view projected onto the screen
simultaneously. If the dancers are just doing their own
thing without understanding what it looks like on the
screen, it won't make sense.
The question is, how to make those different
points of view strong and visible? If the movement is
going to be seen from multiple perspectives-from
above, from behind, from the sides and from where
the audience is-the performer has to be aware of
what they're doing in this fuller way of being seen.
Again, it's the inside and outside; it's awareness of
the viewer viewing and being the one viewed. All my
performers are always aware of that. I don't think
most performers have developed this awareness to
the extent that my type of work requires. That process
of the inside and outside has to be engaged or the
imagery doesn't work. 0
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