
Es ist ein ständig wiederholtes Credo, dass das Tanztheater Wup­
pertal Emotionen in Tanz umsetze, dass es Pina Bausch weniger 
darum gegangen sei, wie sich die Menschen bewegen, sondern vor 
allem darum, was sie bewegt. Ist die innere Bewegtheit durch die 
Arbeitsweise des Fragen-Stellens angesprochen (–› arbeitspro-
zess), so geht es bei der Ausarbeitung und Einstudierung der ein­
zelnen Tänze tatsächlich um das Wie des Sich-Bewegens: Die Ent­
wicklung, das Erlernen und die Weitergabe von Tänzen beim 
Tanztheater Wuppertal war und ist vor allem eine Arbeit an der 
Form, an der Bewegungsqualität. Erst wenn die Form beherrscht 
und der Tanz perfekt getanzt wird, kann er das Publikum ergrei­
fen, erst dann wird sein Sinn fühlbar. Das, was fühlbar wird, um­
schreibt das Publikum oft mit metaphorischen, assoziativen Wor­
ten, über semantische Aufladungen und symbolische Bedeutungs­
zuweisungen – und zeigt damit, dass bei der Übersetzung in die 
Sprache das Paradox von Identität und Differenz in besonderer 
Weise zum Tragen kommt (–› rezeption). Auch bei den Tanz­
kritiken ist auffällig, dass die Übersetzung des Tanzes in die 
Schrift vage bleibt, wenn vor allem einzelne ›theatrale‹ Szenen be­
schrieben werden, selten aber die Tänze selbst. Dies zeigt sich ins­
besondere bei den Kritiken zu den Stücken ab den 1990er Jahren, 
die stärker durch eine Aufeinanderfolge von einzelnen Solotänzen 
gekennzeichnet sind (–› stücke und rezeption).

Das Übertragen von Tänzen in die Schrift ist keineswegs 
ein neuartiges Problem, sondern eine Praxis, mit der sich Ballett­
meister schon seit Jahrhunderten beschäftigen. Um Tänze rekons­
truierbar zu machen, entwickelten sie Tanznotationen, die eine 
detaillierte Dokumentation und deren Archivierung erlauben. Die 
Geschichte der Tanznotation, die in Europa bis ins 16. Jahrhun­
dert zurückreicht und in der Orchésographie von Thoinot Arbeau 
1589 ihren Ausgangspunkt nimmt, veranschaulicht diese Über­
setzung in die Schrift. Noch heute arbeiten einige Tanzensembles 
mit Choreolog*innen, die die tänzerischen Bewegungen und cho­
reografischen Formationen kleinteilig aufschreiben. Das war aber 
beim Tanztheater Wuppertal unter Leitung von Pina Bausch nicht 
der Fall. Es gab keine festgelegte Notation, sondern einen Bild- 
und Schriftkorpus, der aus Videoaufnahmen, Ablaufplänen und 
Mitschriften der Assistent*innen und Tänzer*innen bestand (–› 
arbeitsprozess). Mitunter haben Tänzer*innen, bevor sie die Com­
pagnie verlassen haben, auch ihre Positionen und Rollen in dem 
Stück aufgeschrieben. Dieses Schrift- und Bildmaterial bildete die 
Materialgrundlage für das gemeinsame Arbeiten, denn vor allem 
wurden die Tänze von Tänzer*innen zu Tänzer*innen weitergege­
ben. Wie lassen sich die Solotänze des Tanztheaters Wuppertal 
beispielsweise, die in ihrer Sprache so individuell sind, in eine 
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1  Pina Bausch  
during rehearsals for Ahnen  

Wuppertal, 1987 
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Conclusion

Translating (into)  
the Present: Doing  
Contemporaneity

“How and for how long can [dance theater’s, gk] corporeal, 
speechless potential for protest assert itself against 

the market, against being marketed as an innovative form of theater? 
[…] When will dance theater pieces finally become monumental 
tableaus?”1 Susanne Schlicher poses these questions in her ground­
breaking book TanzTheater from 1987. As early as in the mid-1980s, 
academics were already asking how long it would take before an 
innovative art form created in the 1970s would be conventionalized, 
would become routine, part of the canon of established art forms, 
how long it would take until everybody got used to its artistic style, 
its working methods, its repertoire. In much the same vein, by the 
1980s, some journalists and critics were already complaining that 
the Tanztheater Wuppertal’s new pieces were not showing anything 
original, that they had become thematically and aesthetically repet­
itive (–› reception). Today, more than three decades after the pub­
lication of Susanne Schlicher’s book, dance theater – including the 
dance theater of the 1970s – is no longer considered protest art. 
Now, the term ‘protest art’ itself seems outdated, although even in 
its early days, the term did not really reflect the way that dance 
theater saw itself. However, the questions posed by Susanne Schlicher 
are still – or once again – relevant. Since the death of Pina Bausch 
in 2009, there has been incessant and almost worldwide debate over 
whether her dance pieces can and should be preserved, whether they 
are still contemporary, whether performing older pieces will lead 
to their musealization and, finally, whether the pieces lose some of 
what once distinguished them when they are restaged: aesthetic 
innovation, the transcendence of the boundaries of individual art 
forms, the unpredictable, the performative, the non-representational 
and the non-theatrical. 
	 The pieces are in fact characterized by three different tem­
poral layers, all of which are interwoven into each performance: first, 
there is that which I deliberately differentiate from ‘the present’ and 
refer to as the ‘here and now’ (Jetzt-Zeit), in which rehearsals take 
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place and the piece is passed on to younger dancers (–› working 
process). This practice of passing on pieces has now spanned sev­
eral decades and some generations of dancers. This constant process 
of restaging the pieces has ascribed the temporal art form of dance 
with a timelessness; it can therefore potentially be performed over 
and over again, regardless of the respective historical context. The 
here and now is also when a piece is performed (again). The second 
temporality is historical time: the creation of the choreography and 
its premiere. The performance taking place in the here and now is a 
memory and reenactment of this choreography, a document of Pina 
Bausch’s choreographic art and her dancers’ ingenuity at the time, 
as well as a historical document of the translation of that period’s 
political, social and cultural perceptions and experiences into dance. 
At the same time, the restaging repositions the piece in a different 
historical context with different performers, where it is received by 
an audience with different perceptual habits and visual experiences. 
The third temporality relates to the Tanztheater Wuppertal dancers 
themselves, who reperform the piece decades after its premiere. 
And it is also here, in the interplay between generations of dancers, 
that the temporal layers intertwine (–› company): some pieces are 
still being danced by members of the original cast, even 40 years 
after the premiere, a period of time that is generally longer than a 
professional dancer’s career. The 2017 performances of Viktor 
(premiere 1986), for example, featured 23 dancers, including three 
dancers from the original cast: Dominique Mercy and Julie Anne 
Stanzak, as well as a former member of the company, Jean-Laurent 
Sasportes, who performed as a guest. However, not one dancer from 
the original cast was still involved in the 2019 restaging of 1980 
(premiere 1980), although almost all of the performers had been 
working with Pina Bausch for years, unlike in the case of Nefés 
(premiere 2003), where more than half of the dancers onstage in 
2019 had joined the company after the choreographer’s death and, 
in some cases, had never met Pina Bausch in person. Thus, there 
has now been a complete change of generations in all of the pieces 
(–› company), in some pieces even several. This process of trans­
formation, which has sometimes spanned several generations of 
dancers, has not been abrupt, but has taken place step by step. 
These steps are constant acts of translation, for, in the last few 
decades, the pieces have been restaged and sent on tour over and 
over again, meaning that they have been repeatedly rehearsed, some­
times with new or different dancers, which – while Pina Bausch was 
still alive (–› work process) – also led to the pieces themselves being 
changed, shortened or individual parts rearranged.
	 Pina Bausch herself tried to keep her work alive by continu­
ally restaging it. On the one hand, she thus ascribed a timelessness 
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to her pieces. On the other hand, she also showed that modernity 
in dance means more than (primarily) striving for innovation or 
dismissing what has already been accomplished as obsolete. Instead, 
it is about making the modernity that has become historical con­
temporary once more in and through dancing bodies. At the same 
time, she was able to show that her pieces can generate a different 
kind of relevance in other temporal contexts, even if they are based 
on the specific working processes of the company and the situative 
temporal experiences made by its members (–› work process). What 
is special about dance is perhaps that it is a temporal art form in 
this multiple sense, as dance is not just contemporary due to the 
fact that it only exists in the moment that it is being danced, but 
also because multiple layers of time overlap in that very moment.
	 From this point of view, Pina Bausch’s pieces are historical, 
topical and timeless, all at the same time: they are closely tied to 
the everyday cultural and situational experiences of the company 
and the audience at the time they are created; they are performed 
in multiple presents, where they are perceived by each audience as 
being either topical, historical or timeless. It would therefore be short­
sighted to simply regard them as monuments of dance history, like 
some classical works of ballet that are performed again and again 
out of respect for the history of ‘high’ European culture. Conversely, 
however, it would also be false to either assume that dance pieces 
are timeless or to view the restaging of a piece in another historical 
and situational context in front of a different audience per se as 
proof of its topicality. Instead, it is precisely the pieces of the Tanz­
theater Wuppertal and the way that they interweave various tem­
poral layers in connection with their distinct translation processes 
that raises the question of what can be regarded as contemporary 
at all. This final chapter poses this very question by taking a look 
at the temporality of translation and considering it together with 
the concept of contemporaneity.	
	

What is contemporaneity?

In Western cultures, the concept of contemporaneity first arose in 
the early modern period (1500-1800), in an era when the concept 
of time itself was being renegotiated in the wake of the invention 
of the clock and the ensuing objectification and linearization of time. 
In other words: ‘time’ has since been regulated by and through tech­
nical inventions, and globally controlled by the early capitalist, colo­
nial European countries that initiated these technical developments. 
In the 18th century, with the advent of Western modernity, early 
industrialization, the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, the 
term ‘contemporary’ took on great importance. As early as in 1764, 
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Voltaire declared that all should “conformez-vous aux temps,”2 i.e., 
establish a relationship to their own time and adapt to it, with the 
primary aim of being able to take a critical look at it. In his Hyperion 
from 1794, Friedrich Hölderlin addressed, “O you who share with me 
this age!”3 while Johann Wolfgang von Goethe on September 20, 1792, 
proclaimed an often-repeated sentence to commemorate the Battle 
of Valmy that would have a lasting influence on our understanding 
of contemporaneity: “From this place and from this day forth com­
mences a new era in the world’s history, and you can all say that you 
were present at its birth.”4 According to historian Lucian Hölscher, 
since the Enlightenment, ‘contemporaneity’ has meant, “a temporal 
connection to the simultaneity of events and people.”5 However, this 
means not only being together in time but also self-reflective partic­
ipation. A contemporary is somebody who sets him- or herself in 
relation to time – and this is not a purely individual affair.
	 Contemporaries are thus people who share something with 
each other, and that something is ‘time.’ This definition contains a 
dual promise: firstly, that it is possible to connect with someone in 
relation to time and, secondly, that it is possible to connect with time 
itself. But: does ‘time’ exist? Is ‘time’ not something that depends on 
people’s perceptions and experiences, i.e., that differs historically, 
socially and culturally? And is it not precisely Pina Bausch’s pieces 
– which were developed at different times and, in the case of the 
coproductions, in different cultural locations with an international 
company – that have proven the latter to be the case?	
	

Contemporary art / contemporary dance

Works of art, in particular ephemeral works of dance, are paradox­
ical phenomena in terms of their relationship to time: on the one 
hand, they were created at a specific time and relate to that time, 
but, on the other, they are timeless and sometimes outlast epochs, 
like works of classical or romantic ballet. Unlike in the visual arts, 
works in the performing arts are bound to their performances and 
their forms of embodiment. Both artworks and dance pieces may 
lose historical relevance, but aesthetically they remain identical with 
themselves. Their value on the art market can fluctuate, which is 
also due to the way that different periods evaluate them in different 
ways and attribute different levels of relevance to them.
	 The established definition of ‘contemporary art’ that will 
serve as our starting point here is something that is produced by 
contemporaries and perceived by other contemporaries to be signi­
ficant. This definition assumes that contemporaneity can only be 
produced in the present, in the here and now. It does not address 
what kind of relationship there has to be between artistic production 
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and the here and now in order for art to be considered contemporary. 
But it does draw attention to one important aspect that is above all 
constitutive of the praxeology of translation presented in this book: 
contemporaneity is a performative concept that cannot just be 
asserted – it must also be authenticated. Contemporaneity is thus 
ascribed to a production in a performative process, thereby referring 
to the interplay between piece, performance, perception, knowledge 
and context. Three layers of temporality coincide in this interplay 
and what we usually label ‘the present’: what has developed into this 
very moment, what is happening here and now, and what is to 
come. Although the performance takes place in the present and pre­
supposes copresence, it is also characterized by the translation of 
the piece into the present through the simultaneity of the here and 
now and historical time. The performance in the present also has 
an impact on what is still to come, for example, on future discourse 
about the piece.
	 This simultaneity of temporalities intersecting in the here 
and now also characterizes the audience’s perception: just as the 
piece itself connects different temporal layers with each other in 
its performance, so are they, too, shaped by the simultaneity and 
entanglement of different temporalities in the audience’s perception 
(–› reception) – in other words: they are clearly and unquestioningly 
regarded neither as topical nor as outdated or old-fashioned. In this 
respect, the entanglement between performance, perception and 
knowledge should not be understood as a mere conventionalization 
or historicization of a dance piece. For the aesthetic, media and cul­
tural translations that take place back and forth between perfor­
mance, perception and knowledge always have a transformational 
effect on situative perception and the future discursive positioning 
of the piece. Thus, they not only shape the perception situation, its 
eventfulness and aura but also preform the future – as expectations 
and as the production of new knowledge.
	 That which is ascribed the attribute ‘contemporary’ in the 
particular work of art therefore makes reference to more than just 
the respective contemporary art form. “All significant art, all art in 
the emphatic sense, is contemporary. It has significance for the 
present,” writes philosopher Juliane Rebentisch, arguing against the 
attribute ‘contemporary’ as an “additional quality (Zusatzqualität)” 6  

for works of art. Her position also contains another consideration: 
whether or not an artwork is perceived as contemporary depends 
on its frame of reference in the present, on the way that it is con­
textualized in the specific situation. But who determines whether 
a work of art has meaning for the present and when? The answer 
to this question lies in the cultural-political strategies of the global 
art market and in a number of positions in art philosophy. Today’s 
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concept of contemporaneity lies between these two poles, and this 
is also where we find its limits and potential.	
	 As a strategic marketing term, the adjective ‘contemporary’ 
has become a criterion of distribution since the globalization of the 
art market began in the 1990s. As such, it has replaced the term 
‘modern art,’ which is now bound to a specific aesthetic with its 
origins in historical modernity. “Today,” as journalist and translator 
Henning Ritter writes, the contemporary is “not an artistic statement, 
but a property of the art system.”7 He criticizes the current art 
system’s fixation on the contemporary. Accordingly, he says, ‘con­
temporary art’ indiscriminately refers to any artistic product or 
production that has been recognized and absorbed by the art sys­
tem in any way. Following this train of thought, the contemporary 
is not an exclusively aesthetic concept, but is also a strategically 
relevant concept in art marketing.
	 So far, only a few authors have drawn attention to the rele­
vance of the attribute ‘contemporary’ as an exchange value for art 
in the global art market. Contemporary art should therefore be di­
stinguished from the concept of ‘modern art’ that is anchored in 
historical modernism, which claimed that it could create new worlds 
by means of aesthetics. Contemporaneity in art – or ‘contemporary 
art’ – is, however, a topos used to shape cultural policy, to include 
and exclude, to carry out various demarcations (for example, from 
modernity, from tradition, from other cultures and their arts) and 
to regulate the global art market. Current practices in the global art 
business remain Western. Historian Ljudmila Belkin therefore de­
scribes ‘contemporary art’ as “a value concept with a selective func­
tion: it determines what art is and what it is not.”8 The term ‘contem­
porary art’ is thus, in Pierre Bourdieu’s words, a “mark of distinc­
tion”9 in the globalized field of art that is used to conduct politics 
by classifying the respective work of art as new or as outdated, i.e., 
as (ir-)relevant to the present. In the performing arts as well, the 
administrators of this system are the legitimized spokespeople, cu­
rators, organizers, journalists and representatives of cultural insti­
tutions who operate according to the standards of the art market 
guided by Western principles. Even if modern art can no longer make 
claims to hegemony in the age of globalized artistic practice, where 
the relationship between modernity and tradition is no longer con­
sidered exclusionary (as it was in Western modernity), new hegemonic 
practices of inclusion and exclusion have (re)established themselves 
through the term ‘contemporary.’ 
	 In the 1990s, Pina Bausch’s pieces became a global commodity. 
The opening of the global art market on the one hand and the in­
creasing number of coproductions on the other both played a part 
in this development. The aesthetics of the pieces changed from the 
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2  Program booklet for  
“…como el musguito en la piedra, 

ay si, si , si…”, 2009 
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3  Reproduction of the Lichtburg,  
the Tanztheater Wuppertal’s  

rehearsal space; from the exhibit  
Pina Bausch and the Tanztheater  

Bonn, 2016
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mid-1990s – toward more dance, especially solos, increasingly beauti­
ful and elegant evening gowns, more lightness – helping to facilitate 
and promote the global circulation of the pieces, which was in turn 
driven by the support of powerful cultural institutions such as the 
Goethe-Institut and other collaborating partners. This kind of politics 
asserted that the pieces had relevance for the present, which was 
legitimized above all by the working methods used in the coproduc­
tions. These were thus not only an economically necessary (–› pieces) 
and aesthetically enriching (–› work process) tool for the company. 
The coproductions were also a political tool for national cultural 
policies aimed at drawing the attention of a global art market. 	

A contemporaneity open to the future

In addition to its significance in terms of art market strategy, the 
term ‘contemporary’ also has utopian potential, which has mainly 
been attributed to it by thinkers in the philosophy of art. As Giorgio 
Agamben says: “Those who are truly contemporary, who truly be-

long to their time, are those who neither perfectly coincide with it nor ad­
just themselves to its demands. They are thus in this sense irrelevant (in­
atturale). But precisely because of this condition, precisely through this 
disconnection and this anachronism, they are more capable than others 
of perceiving and grasping their own time. […]. The contemporary is he who 
firmly holds his gaze on his own time so as to perceive not its light but 
rather its darkness. […]. The ones who can call themselves contemporary 
are only those who do not allow themselves to be blinded by the lights of 
the century, and so manage to get a glimpse of the shadows in those lights, 
of their intimate obscurity.” 10 This understanding of contemporaneity, 

formulated in reference to Friedrich Nietzsche’s Untimely Medita­
tions,11 is based on the latter’s much-cited “pathos of distance.” 
Contemporary art thus emerges where something is of ‘concern,’ 
where the goal is to have a true experience of the present. The pro­
duction, but also the authentication of the significance of a dance 
piece for the present is therefore based on a relationship to the present 
that is shaped by critical distance. A certain distance to the here 
and now, an act of setting oneself in relation to one’s own present 
is required in order to ask: what can a dance piece, even if it was 
developed decades ago, tell us about our present?
	 From a philosophical perspective, ‘contemporary’ means not 
only being able to distance oneself but also having a passion for the 
present.12 As literary scholar Sandro Zanetti puts it, “only in a passion 
for the present that crosses one’s own horizon but is registered as a 
transgression is it possible to foster a contemporaneity that is open 
to the present, but also open to the future (because it cannot be kept 
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in the present).”13 It should be added that this is a passion that is 
aware of the existence of multiple presents and thus of different 
understandings of temporality. If we follow this line of thought, con­
temporaneity in art is based on a practice of translation that sets 
itself in relation to the respective present. A practice of translation 
that is critical toward the present thus consists in creating temporal 
dis/continuities, in balancing distance and proximity, and in criti­
cizing and empathizing with the respective present. With this practice 
of translation, contemporary art defines itself neither through its 
distance to a past that has been pronounced closed (modernity) nor 
through a culture that has been declared different (popular dance 
culture, coproducing country). Instead, contemporary art is defined 
by multiple relations to, extensions and refractions of history and 
cultures, which it acknowledges and processes, i.e., aesthetically 
and discursively translates and artistically and politically frames. 
	 In this sense, Pina Bausch’s pieces are contemporary in that 
they typically feature a balance between a distance to and a pas­
sion for the time when they were created. The coproductions in 
particular were created at a distance to and with respect for the 
foreign culture. The working process, with its methods of ‘asking 
questions’ and research trips, was based on the everyday empathies 
of all members of the company. Their cultural perceptions and  
experiences were then translated into an aesthetic form, the dance 
piece, meaning that it was not simply a matter of creating distance 
between the piece on the one hand and the situative perception 
and experience on which it was based on the other during the 
step of aesthetically translating everyday experience into dance. 
Rather, the constant restagings have also allowed the pieces to be 
translated (back) into each respective present by transferring the 
performances into other temporal contexts, where they provide 
different audiences with the opportunity to question the relevance 
of the pieces for the present. In this way, each performance creates 
space for the audience to examine the topicality of the piece by 
linking it to their own time. The audience decides whether or not 
the piece is relevant to the present in which they are experiencing 
it. Thus, from a practice theory perspective, the contemporary is 
not inherent to the piece itself, but is generated in the interplay 
between the performance and the audience. A contemporaneity 
that is open to the future thus requires not just the artist but also 
the audience to be able to distance themselves from and foster a 
passion for their own time. It is these qualities that above all en­
able audiences to translate pieces into their own here and now and 
to decide whether they are relevant for a critical relationship to the 
present or whether they contribute to the musealization of dance 
and choreography. 
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	 Audience perception is determined by the audience’s own 
process of becoming or having become, for example, by its habits 
of perception, visual experiences, routines of expectation and (dance- 
specific) knowledge. However, these habits can also be undermined, 
as a piece is always perceived differently in different situative and 
cultural contexts at different times. Thus, a piece is not only updated 
and carried forward into the future in restagings and new perfor­
mances. These practices can also contribute to the musealization 
of pieces, as is the case for works of classical ballet. In fact, it is 
the performative dimension that is decisive: the dance piece is an 
unstable, flexible and constantly changing, contingent production 
created in the interplay between piece, restaging, performance, per­
ception and knowledge – and not a supposedly timeless work that 
is meant to be preserved as such.
	 Pina Bausch brought her pieces into the future by restaging 
them again and again and thereby constantly translating them. It is 
yet to be seen whether “keeping them alive” like this, as Pina Bausch 
called it, will merely serve to preserve or musealize her cultural 
legacy or whether hers is a contemporaneity that is open to the  
future. This ambivalence is a genuine component of passing on and 
restaging pieces, and is a question that must be posed again and 
again. The answer to the question of which of her pieces are still 
relevant for the present cannot be decided alone by those who 
continue to put her pieces on the market or who define the dis­
course surrounding them, but will also be decided by the audience, 
who performatively authenticate the relevance of the pieces for the 
present. Once again, it is of considerable importance how exactly 
the practice of translating the piece into the new present is carried 
out. The ‘faithful’ reconstruction of a piece neither necessarily leads 
to its musealization, nor does its complete deconstruction inevitably 
promise to produce contemporary relevance in terms of a critical 
distance to the historical material. Instead, the ‘how’ is also depen­
dent on the complex, performative interplay between piece, perfor­
mance, perception and context to decide what kind of relevance the 
piece will have. Inherent to this hybrid and multifaceted practice of 
translation is the potential for both the musealization of a once revo­
lutionary art form and a reception with contemporary relevance. 
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