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2020 The year of the global pandemic. After months of lockdown and the cancelling of almost 

all Contact Improvisation related events and the sad death of Nancy Stark Smith, I got a call out of 

the blue. An invitation to teach at this year’s Warsaw CI Flow Festival. Due to pandemic restrictions, 

Ekaterina Basaleva was unable to travel to the Festival and they were looking for a replacement. I 

would be travelling from the UK which has had a pretty laissez faire attitude to the pandemic.  After 

taking time to decide, I packed my masks, gloves and sanitizer spray and boarded a plane to Warsaw. 

Angelika Mizińska was the new Organiser of the Festival. After 10 years Paulina Swięcańska had 

stepped down and Angelika had taken the reins to go ahead with a very modified Festival, facing the 

challenge of creating an event that could sit within the Polish Governments restrictions. The city of 

Warsaw was financially supporting the Festival and was happy for it go ahead. So, all systems were 

ready for this unknown adventure at this critical time. On arrival I was struck by a sense of lack of support 

for the organisation team. Although it was fine navigating the way from the airport to the venue, once 

at the hostel, Covid restrictions meant that most of the facilities were closed and there was no provision 

from the Festival to help us deal with these restrictions. Angelika did her best to help troubleshoot these 

last-minute changes, But there is only so much one person can do - we are improvisers so . . . 

Luckily, I was staying at the same place as Anouk Llaurens who had travelled from Belgium with 

her family to teach at the Festival. Together we figured a way to make the best of the situation and 

could be ready to meet the start of the Event the next day to find out how we could best continue 

within this extraordinary situation. 

The Festival was taking place in an art centre/theatre/performing space in the middle of a huge 

complex of parks and sports arenas in the centre of the city.  We were surrounded by trees, green 

space and rivers. 

On one sideways a major highway into the city. It felt very spacious and airy and away from 

crowds. We were the only people using the building.  Everyone on the teaching  

team had come with solo material or material that could somehow work with  

the non-touch social distancing restrictions. We met in a circle outside  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

to say hello and meet the 

teachers and participants.  

From the beginning Angelika 

said that she did not know how 

we were going to proceed with working within the restrictions. That many things had become relaxed 

during the summer in Poland and we had to take it daily to see how we were being monitored from the 

outside and how we felt being on the inside. On one hand we had signed a contract agreeing to work 

within the Covid limits, but on the other we had to judge the situation for ourselves. We all took 

responsibility for our own health and would not participate if feeling unwell. 

Pawel Konior was leading the first workshop. It was outside on the grass so everyone could 

participate. His proposal included using 2 objects: bands of thick elastic and sticks. This created a 

situation of working without direct touch, but accidental touch happened. Some people had travelled 

from Portugal, Austria, Belgium and the UK, but most were from Poland. There were smaller bubbles within 

the bigger bubble of the Festival and at times the action morphed into contact. But it was a fun 

beginning and a great way to say hello. 

After a break we had our first inside event. The biggest restriction was only being allowed 32 

people in the main space at one time. We had a front desk that was constantly manned by a building 

employee who kept an eye on our numbers and activities. Inside the building were sanitizer spray freely 

available and messages to keep your distance. The first inside event was a zoomed lecture talk by 

Nicole Binder who was in the United States unable to travel. The title of her talk was ‘Beyond Sex, 

Consent as Liberation’. 

I want to mention at this point from what I had witnessed that the participants ranged  

from complete beginners to very experienced Contact Improvisation dancers, but  

I would say on the whole the beginners outweighed the experienced.   

 



 

 

 

 

 

This is the description of Nicoles talk: 

This lecture/discussion offers 
an intersectional approach to 
cultivating a strong consent 
culture within CI spaces by 
addressing the ways that 
everyone-but particularly 
anyone coming from 
marginalized populations- 
has a need for bodily 
autonomy and freedom of 
movement. Additionally, in the era of Covid-19, it has become increasingly clear that skills 
around consent are crucial for relating to others with safety and respect. We need to 
address how the pandemic has impacted our dance spaces and how to communicate 
about our ever-shifting reality and needs 

It was a provocative start to an event. For me having been a CI Event Organiser for over 25 

years and also having taught in many situations with diverse populations, I have thought about and 

been engaged with a lot of the issues raised, but I could feel a sense in the room that a lot of this was 

new for people.  It added to the continuing confusion about how to create and relate to rules. The 

voicing of assault issues within jams that had come from the ‘Me Too’ movement especially in the States 

(where there is a much longer History of CI) and a whole array of other very important issues were raised 

right at the beginning.  But it felt like a heavy stone had been dropped in the space.  Very valuable 

questions and talk arose, but we also had the added situation of the previous organiser of Warsaw 

Flow Paulina Swięcańska being in on the zoom call. She had been listening from her home as she was 

unable to attend the event herself.  Paulina wanted to speak and address her own issue of how she 

felt glad to have handed over the Festival, as after 10 years of organising the Event she felt worn out 

and sad at how unsupported she had felt as an organiser. Feeling isolated and exhausted from all the 

effort she had put in to Warsaw Flow to make it happen. Paulina said she felt like she also wanted  

turn to her back on dancing and she did not ever want to dance Contact again. 

It was a very heartfelt and upsetting speech.  Paulina was clearly upset and had  

surprised herself at her depth of feeling. Maybe the talk before about  

consent and support had given Paulina the courage to speak her  

truth at that moment.  



 

 

Angelika dealt graciously with the situation and thanked Paulina for 

giving her the opportunity to continue with the Festival. Everybody and 

cheered Paulina for all her past work. It created quite a start to the whole event.  

We were supposed to jam after this moment. I had been asked to lead the Jam, but 

almost everyone exited the space. A few movers that still had energy started dancing, the ones who 

remained were more experienced dancers and people who lived together, so were not breaking any 

rules touching; but a very subdued and stunned atmosphere was left in the room.  I decided to not 

formally start the Jam as it had already begun and it seemed inappropriate to stop and start again. It 

transpires the next day that many people left as they were tired after a very full and informative day. 

They needed time to digest rest and arrive ready for the next day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My Intensive ‘The Sensing Body’ started the next morning.  A Festival meeting was called at the 

start of my intensive after the night before to welcome people to the Event and to ask any questions 

about what people needed and how everyone was? We again discussed and questioned what were 

the rules that we were working under? Again, there was no clear answers with the group having discussed 

the topic of Consent the night before, I said that I did not mind what rules were in place, but that we 

should be in agreement and consenting to the situation. In the intensive I worked with Steve Paxton’s 

‘Material for the Spine’, a preparation for Contact that was placed in a solo enquiry, also working with 

group scores that did not rely on touch.   It was a fantastic workshop, playing with ideas of 

proximity and communication and how to garner support in more ways than just touching.   

I felt it was a good way to ground the work, By the end of the 1st session I knew  

I would be working with more touch-based Contact material for the rest  

of the Intensive. It seemed clear that people had come to learn CI  



 

 

and wished to create an atmosphere that allowed people to dance 

with each other and for Us Teachers to facilitate it by teaching material 

for dancing that allowed touch. This seemed possible and although we were not 

strictly a bubble, we were the only people using the space. We were in a large park. A lot 

of people were staying close or actually lived in the city, so although it is true we could not say we 

were 100 % safe. We did the best we could under the circumstances.  As it stands no one was ill at the 

event and 3 weeks after I have heard than no one has fallen ill. So from the Covid -19 perspective it 

seems we did not spread infection. 

I developed my morning sessions going 

from quiet sensing warm ups, to confidence 

building jumping and catching work. Coupled 

with specific instructions in relationship with your 

partner (s). Having started with mirroring, focusing 

on trying to sense how the body is naturally 

programmed to copy, developing the sensitivity 

with close space around the partner to direct 

body contact. I interspersed some of Steve 

Paxtons material working with the spiral and Ki 

energy work from Ki Aikdio with more general 

groups scores. Play is at the heart of the work. I 

introduced a ball catching name game to help 

us get to know each other. Being a small festival, 

we were mostly the same group of people going 

through the event. I ended the whole week with a 

masked Small Dance Stand. A full stop, time to 

consider that this was the transition back out to the non-Festival world. 

Anouk Llaurens taught an intensive based on Lisa Nelsons Tuning Scores. This is not a Contact 

based activity but a collective compositional practice Lisa developed, that activates  

attention, perception and body systems.  The participant will circulate between doing  

and watching, observation bringing a change of perspective which will enable  

them to receive feedback from their actions. Terms from choreography or  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

editing like pause, exit, enter, 

repeat, and sustain are used 

to allow a collective tuning in 

order to compose in action. 

Anouk combined working with 

CI and Composition through 

the Tuning scores and worked 

towards a showing that happened outside on the final day of the Festival. 

Nicole Binder taught via zoom classes CI and Embodied Anatomy. Again, a class where you did 

not have to touch. The choice was there to work solo or to develop the material with partners, but each 

stage you were given the choice about how much touch would be involved in each investigation. The 

ability to teach via zoom seemed to work very well. 

Richard And Malaika Sarco-Thomas both taught a pre-Jam class working with CI principals Nica 

Portavia could not attend due to health issues so Malaika taught her session when she had just arrived 

from the UK.  

Kirstie Simson joined us via zoom from Wales and we enjoyed witnessing her latest work that she 

danced in. On the Sunday evening, a dance film Hool Merida Yucatan Mexico made by Issac Zambra 

was screened. Afterwards a discussion ensued of her role as a dancer in the video. Kirstie had nothing 

to do with the Editing, Directing or 

Music and had a very open 

relationship to the material enjoying 

the chance to explore and move 

through the extraordinary space they 

chose in Mexico.  She spoke  

of her own dance  

history  

 



 

 

and relationship to Contact and the how important improvisation and the 

aspect of listening is to the Dance world.  It worked very well with the question  

answer session via zoom.  Although not all facilitators could be at the Festival in 

person, it certainly worked having them there via zoom. I think a aspect of Festival activity that 

might stay as part of the mix on offer when the pandemic concerns have lessened. 

Natalia Onisk offered a Harvest/Sharing space at the end. We had received each day a card 

with an element of The Underscore. This process supported our journey through the event and gave us 

a daily principal to meditate on. The Underscore is a long-form dance improvisation structure 

developed by Nancy Stark Smith. It has been evolving since 1990 and is practiced all over the globe. 

This is Nancy’s description:  

The Underscore is a vehicle for incorporating Contact Improvisation into a broader arena 
of improvisational dance practice; for developing greater ease dancing in spherical 
space—alone and with others; and for integrating kinaesthetic and compositional 
concerns while improvising. It allows for a full spectrum of energetic and physical 
expressions, embodying a range of forms and changing states. Its practice is familiar yet 
unpredictable. 

The practice—usually 3 to 4 hours in length—progresses through a broad range of dynamic 
states, including long periods of very small, private, and quiet internal activity and other 
times of higher energy and interactive dancing 

There are 20+ phases of the score—each with a name and a graphic symbol—which 
create a general map for the dancers. Within that frame, dancers are free to create their 
own movements, dynamics, and relationships—with themselves, each other, the group, the 
music, and the environment. 

Source: https://nancystarksmith.com/underscore/ 

Natalia had chosen 7 specific elements: Arriving Energetically/ Arriving Phsically, Streaming, 

Touch, Gap, Telescoping Awareness, Resolution/End/ Disengagement, Reflection Harvest & Sharing/ 

Thanksgiving and we were given a card to keep each day. Cards in PDF version are available in a 

separate PDF file1. 

On the last day Natalia led us through a writing and reflecting exercise with a group sharing. It 

was an ambitious proposal for the group. It was good to take a moment to reflect, but there  

was not really time to share our reflections. Seeds were certainly planted throughout the  

week and have continued as we move things and remember our experiences. 

 It was good to have a chance to remember Nancy and acknowledge 

                                                             
1 http://www.polandcontactfestival.com/historia/ 



 

 

her huge body of work that has underpinned and supported the 

dissemination of Contact Improvisation across the globe. 

I had a sense throughout the event that a bigger organisation team was needed.  

    Angelika seemed to be doing pretty much everything on her own, with a small team of volunteers who 

were also trying to participate in the Festival. Luckily, we were a small event. But I do think that situation 

is unsustainable, as Paulina called to our attentionon the first day. I myself am a Festival organiser and 

recognise the problem very clearly. It reminded me that there was still very much a place for the 

European Contact Improvisers Teachers Exchange, an event which allows 

CI Teachers, Facilitators and Organisers a space to meet once a year in a different country in 

Europe for an intensive week of exchange and practice to expand and challenge the principals and 

transmission of CI. For more info http://www.ecite.org/   

Ironically it had 

been cancelled this year 

due to the Covid- 19 

restrictions in the UK where 

it was supposed to be 

held this year.  It would 

have been at the same 

time as Warsaw Flow.  But 

having been in Warsaw I 

found myself recommitting 

to the idea of Ecite, 

because a lot of the 

issues that arose throughout the Festival need to have a place where they can be further examined 

and Practitioners gaining support by peer group exchange. 

Ecite has gone through various changes over the 30 years of its existence.  At times Teachers 

meeting before Festivals has lessened its appeal. but I hope seeing where we are today with  

the serious nature of the pandemic and the way it has threatened the very basis of  

our CI culture, we can re-ignite the flame of this kind of exchange and find ways 

to make to it happen. Issue around touch, organisation skills, team support,  

emotional support, finances, safety, identity, sustainability, networking 



 

 

need to be discussed. Contact Improvisation is a global form and it has 

continued because we keep reaching out to help each other and come 

together to dance and exchange. 

At a time when I thought I was seeing the death of Contact for the foreseeable 

future, I am so glad I was invited to The Warsaw CI Flow Festival.  Angelika held on to her belief | that 

the Festival should go ahead and see what might be possible. And it worked.  I hope that this change 

of Organiser brings a new phase for the Festival and people are found to create a bigger team to 

make this event happen and find a sustainable future. My thanks go to the Team and all the participant 

and also the City or Warsaw that supports this event.  It was an honour and a privilege to be with you 

all this summer.  
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