GET HIGH

on aerobic politics and other highly cinematic genres

(borderline attractions x affective intoxications)

Have you ever been asked if arts, politics, and aerobics
 are really completely distinguishable matters, radically different in nature (in culture), and in aesthetic (choreographic) genre? Have you ever been asked in how far they inter-quote and inter-choreographically resonate in one another?

If not, take High Art, a choreographic sculpture by Superamas. 

Is it a military ceremony? 

The epic opening of the Olympics 2006? 

The closing of a football match? 

The opening of an international fashion show? 

The closing of Miss World contest?

One of those weird religious aerobics calling worshippers to prayer? 

Or just some joyful butterflies on their way to Hollywood? 

No. At a first sight, just another very sense-appealing, highly charming tribute to Mozart that has kept its promise. The trouble is that it does not only lift you very high, it also moves you quite a lot to the sides across borderlines (a little bit like aerobics, but leading to slightly different results). For some reason, it definitely leads you to stroll around some historical and most actual negotiations: highly strange co-attractions, highly strange co-mobilizations, and highly strange alliances between visual arts, music, dance, and socio-political power agencies. Besides, following High Art is more or less like going to the movies, but differently, for it is a sculpture that doubles and disrupts a widely expanded choreographic genre fitting the general definition of “E-Motion Picture Shows”. Overlapping officially separated representation modes, High Art subtly exposes an (affect-based) inter-quoting traffic that makes you meet visual arts engaging with flaggy official ceremonies, choreographic performances engaging with inter-national rhetoric, cultural celebrations engaging with operatic aerobics, classical music engaging with cinematic politics, and socio-political affairs engaging with them all. Deliberately playing on representational inter-changeability, High Art not only doubles and disrupts the official frame in which it is presented (the celebration of Mozart’s 250th anniversary), it also doubles and disrupts the artistic frame in which it has been produced. Significantly, both frames are cast in a highly cinematic choreography that makes them cross in a two-sided self-reflection: a reflection on the highly artistic, cinematic and choreographic affects mobilized by cultural and socio-political affairs; a reflection on the cultural and socio-political status of artistic (affective) affairs in general. 

In the meanwhile, Mozart’s Piano Quartet n°1 is warming you up, spreading felinely all over your skin. It does oh so good! You are just softly melting in the first flags slow-motion and already the music is inflating the image and stretching your lungs. SSSSSS. Sweetly still, slow-serpentine like. And Bump! Jupiter’s symphony (n°41) gets in, announcing that God exists (as Woody Allen once said), paradoxically bringing about an unpredictability that makes your flesh tingle (at this point, an extra boost of hormones hits your brain). This is called the quintessential Mozart’s movement, which enhances ambivalence by using counterpoint, weaving together different voices and melodies in different manners. 
What now? Your tongue might be hanging out a bit, but you are not lost. Associated to the ups and downs displayed by the choreography, the flags heraldry has helped you identifying specific bits of recent history, as well as some still ongoing conflicts that immediately raise enough pertinent questions.  But what High Art fleetingly seems to “tell” is perhaps not really the issue. Hard to decide. 

In the meanwhile, pitches of depression intermingle with pitches of euphoria and Olympic grandeur, kind of balletic slow-(e)motions alternate with bustling aerobic (e)motions. It keeps flashing to and fro, up and down for a while, until it definitely leads you to a passionate staggering. StStStStS. See how you are just about to feel the sparkles of passion inflaming your skin (goose pimples, right?) and pumping your lungs out of breath. Just about to feel a catch in your throat and your heart skipping a beat at the sight of so many old glories snapping in the breeze in a land far from home. And though… your thought might as well be snapping and stuttering some extravagancies in the breeze… 
At this point, in order to grasp High Art’s full political extent, you will have to combine multiple geometries in a bifurcating mode of thinking. For more significant than any reference to real historical and actual political facts seems to be the troubling way in which High Art suggests the very trouble we get in, whenever it comes to  identifying and separating stable historical, political or aesthetic meanings. More radically, High Art does force you to ask if it is really possible to separate the history of music, of visual arts, of modern and contemporary dance – and most of all, the politics of representational frames in which those specific histories are re-enacted – from the overall cultural and societal forces of nationalisation, of racialization, and last but not least, from the forces of globalization at work within late capitalist systems. Perhaps you are just starting to figure out the important role that captured affect intensities (becoming effectively manoeuvrable as emotions) play in your socio-political contemporary condition.
 Perhaps.

Hush. In the meanwhile, Mozartian affects have completely absorbed the sculpture and definitely surrealised its motion. Or was it the other way round? Piano Concerto n°20 is just re-colouring the scenario with a pitch of dramatic forces and shaking you violently into a sprinting exercise. You are getting terribly exhausted when all of sudden, a promise of springy resurrection glides in. It flusters you are saved. You are just starting to release when it hesitates. Not for too long though. Again vertical determination bursts in and spreads widely, monumentally celebrating what you feel like calling, yes oh yes, some sort of globalizing resurrection fitness.
Now, would it be exaggerated to posit that “affect holds a key to rethinking post-modern power after ideology”
? Technological capitalism is indeed investing more and more on the proliferation of images of flexibility and transformability of all sorts. As a matter of fact, the ongoing neo-liberal myth seems to have established its sovereignty by getting every singular body affectively involved in a whole network of related values such as fluidity, mobility, flexibility, transgression of borders, and even transformation of conventional roles and identities – values of irreducible otherness and precariousness once attributed to explicitly artistic practices, or to any so-called dissident practices of destabilisation. The most dazzling being that individuals are not subjugated to the myth by means of extrinsically imposed obedience; they simply get deliberately involved in complex relationships with economic marathons that invite them to participate actively in the process of improving their own lives through their own creativity and capacity to overcome their own limits. In a word, they are invited to succeed through their own ability to shape and fashion their own self freely
. Taking this into account, I guess it wouldn’t be too much to raise the hypothesis according to which a generally artistic and specifically choreographic imagery has turned into a hegemonic figure within utterly performative capitalist systems. This is to say that the actual global economy myth definitely operates on the basis of a sensibility mode whose logic is (e)motion-image-based, and directly perceptual (affect based). More poignantly, it is based on the capture of flowing affective intensities and on their strategic reproduction in fetishist idolizing fixations. This is where choreographic imagery becomes most effective (most photogenic and most cinematic) aerobic imagery. Now the fact that choreographic-aerobic images have become so effective within technological capitalism is not in the least surprising if we consider the way its (e)motion-image-based rhetoric implicitly appeals to the autonomous self-creative self-stylising body. No wonder then, that choreographic-aerobic images have in the meanwhile become as sense-appealing as flags, of which we know they have been stylish, photogenic and cinematic “by nature” ever since they were invented. And by the way, re-read history. Ask: in how many photos and films have flags figured as choreographic-aerobic glamorous characters, covering a wide range of subjects while sympathetically waving in gracious slow-motions to highly sumptuous symphonies, marches or hymns? This is not only history. This is real cinema! A reality (e)motion picture show!

In the meanwhile, you are (still) following Mozart’s salvation exercise, successfully pursued by Symphony n°40, the most beautiful melody ever composed, which has the merit of crossing a pressure towards an aerobics of joy with a subtle tragic suggestiveness, at times attaining a sublime breath out of this very tension. Perfect. And puzzling. 

Most puzzling: intoxicated by such an inflammatory power, instead of flying high your thought falls to the ground next to your feet. Plump! Feeling loaded and cow-like? Don’t worry. You are probably just reaching a critical point, surprisingly brought about by affective intoxication. As Peter Sloterdijk once wrote (1999), thinking critically is not a purely reflexive activity. On the contrary, in order to become critical, in order to become a part of the body again, thought has to get intoxicated, affected. This is to say, thought has to become something like a fever in order to react against the degree of intoxication. 

Puzzling and intoxicating. A strident bell is ringing all over your body and this is no wonder. High Art’s bifurcation mode casts indeed multiple spatiotemporal dimensions – a very wide historical landscape of affective engagement. You have literally been propelled very far out. The thing is that High Art not only pushes you back into the present, but also forth into the past, making you think that less obvious negotiations between arts and political power have surely come very long and intertwined ways. In fact, the ways societies have devised to articulate their most basic beliefs through the medium of music, dance, or the figure of the (messianic) artist in general, are countless
. 

At this point, feel the ground growing seismic and treacherous under your feet. Do not miss the opportunity to ask yourself if mobilization only comes from the side of political power, or if art has not often displayed a mobility which might be closer to mobilization than you would expect it to. Take some figures of the political avant-garde into account, be it the artist, the educator, or the scholar. You will be forced to recognize that sometimes they have been able to amalgamate in constellations that can give you an overdose of goose pimples (there they are again). Just think of Goebbels writing (around 1930) that “the statesman too is an artist” and that the relation between the masses and the Führer is not an issue that differs considerably from the relation the painter entertains with its colours, meaning that just like the painter uses pigments, a political genius uses human material.
 Reason enough to make you think how any functionalized and nationalized affect “feeds directly into prison construction and neo-colonial adventure” (Massumi, 2002: 42). The trouble is that functionalization and nationalisation of affect may come from the side of political power, from the side of artistic practice, or from both melting co-attractively in one and the same. Just think of Mary Wigman searching for the authentic German dance, or of Isadora Duncan (who apparently believed in revolution without ideology
), whose dance often embodied a nationalism based on the allegorical, collective body conveyed in the person of Lady Liberty – some of her most popular dances were the Marseillaise, Pathétique, and Rédemption. Isn’t this some sort of half-way involuntary propaganda that often happens to be intrinsic to artistic practice – a not always overtly confessed purpose to attain individual and communitarian educations or liberations, micro or macro redemptions, through highly aesthetic revelations?

Specifically, the capacity of music to mobilize entire masses is well known. Just think of the considerable role music played in the creation of nations between 1870 and 1914. Mozart himself, long before he got colonized by national and international markets and transformed into a logomatic celebrity, was a composer who had to negotiate with dominant conventions to produce musical artefacts of exceptional power and cultural resonance, and there are of course several marches in his repertory. A very common musical style at the time, that had already proved very effective in fitting perfectly to perfectly geometrised dancing bodies: in France, Lully and Philidor had written marches for the troops of Louis XIV (the well known Roi Soleil, who was also the premier danseur du Royaume), that are still performed today. Interestingly, the march (originally military field music) entered the concert halls and opera houses through works by Handel, Mozart, Wagner, and Verdi, among others. 

Finally, it should be underlined that the link established by then between music and politics was particular in the sense that it was not just instrumental, not an appropriation by force, but already worked mainly on the grounds of affect. Apparently, music (and to some extent, dance) has not only participated and still participates in the nationalisation of peoples, often marching hand in hand with waving flags; under the actual politics of cultural and artistic representation, music has also incontestably become a capitalizable product of exchange most opportunistically mobilized and remobilized by a worldwide touring marketing. Most opportunely, High Art implicitly leads you to question colossal projects like the “Salzburger Festspiele 2006”, where 22 Mozart Operas shall be presented within 2 months. Rather intoxicating affairs. 

Getting goose pimples all over? No wonder. This is High Art.

________________________________________________________________
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�. I leave you with some clues for further reflection: according to the American College of Sports Medicine, Aerobics is any activity that trains large muscle groups and oxygenates cellular tissues. It is a type of exercise that overloads the heart and lungs and causes them to work harder than the rest. The important idea behind aerobic exercise is to get up and get moving. It can be maintained continuously, and is rhythmically musical by nature.


 


�. This assumption is not far from Jacques Rancière’s (2000: 12-25) claiming that there is an intrinsic politicity of the sensorial experience and an intrinsic aestheticity of politics which is specific to each particular time, and to each particular place (already far back in Plato’s polis, and not only in the “mass age”, where Walter Benjamin diagnosed an “aesthetization of politics”). More specifically, he considers that arts and political stances touch each other by lending each other “what they already have in common”. Interestingly, he writes that what they already have in common is the fact that they both inevitably produce specific partitions of the sensorial dimension of experience; they both cast and recast “bodies, positions and movements, speaking functions, [and] division lines between the visible and the invisible.”


� . Brian Massumi has pertinently underlined that “the ability of affect to produce an economic effect more swiftly and surely than economics itself means that affect is a real condition, an intrinsic variable of the late capitalist system, as infrastructural as a factory.” (2002: 45)


�. Not to forget, as Rancière formulates it: “the very ancient link between citizens’ unanimism and the exaltation of the free movement of the bodies.” (2000: 24) Rancière refers to Plato’s polis, where the expression of authentic movement was paradoxically viewed as proper to communitarian bodies (joining dance and singing in the rhythm of the chorus, the choreographic form appears thus, according to Plato, as the “good” one). And by the way, did you know that “Plato recommended citizens to constantly rock their infants”? 


� . The relations entertained between a certain cult of the artist and some national (and international) mobilizations have in fact been most recurrent within Western Modernity. The trouble is that art is (still) generally perceived, and to some extent still operates, in a representational field (invested by powerful affects) that stubbornly revalidates the same anthropological figures related to those of the artist. One of this figures is the one issued by Romanticism, according to which art leads to an ecstatic form of knowledge opening onto levels of reality (like the secret nature of “being” or the very essence of the world) that are definitely not attainable through any other human practices. What is clear is that this figure has led to a very resistant idea of the sovereignty of artistic practice, along with its fellow-traveller: the idea of the artist as a mediating entity which indicates the public the way to Salvation. Such a figure is apparently, according to Jean-Marie Schaeffer (2005), a secularized version of the Christian anthropology that has afterwards been recycled by most so-called “modern art”, and is probably still fit and making fortune out there in contemporary artistic practice, though in a more modest subterraneous way. 





�. I am quoting Jean-Marie Schaeffer (2005: 108), where he himself quoted a quote by Jochen Smith (In Die Geschichte des Genie-Gedankens in der deutschen Literatur, Philosophie und Politik, 1750-1945, Darmstadt, Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1988, t.II, p. 207, 209). 


�. “My husband and I are revolutionists. All geniuses worthy of the name are. Every artist has to be one to make a mark in the world today.” (see references)  
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