Lateral Thinking: On Love and Impermanence

Dmitri Peskov

Beginning a few years ago we experienced a pandemic and the world stopped for a
bit, and the dance world stopped with it. But not entirely. People continued to dance as
they always have and hopefully always will. But the dance world as we have once known
it—the theatres, the lights, the shows, the fundraisers and the galas have all stopped, or
at the very least, paused. Those whowere ahead of the curve, did better: dance
filmmakers, interdisciplinary artists, bloggers and to some degree scholars of movement.

During that time, I made two dance films: This Blinding Light and Whatever Makes
You Empty. Iwas lucky because I knew a videographer, because I had quite a bit of

private footage from my last trip to Russia and because I still had a space where I could
explore movement: my Snow College dance studio.

Dance is of the moment. It disappears in its performance and wherein lies its
beauty. Dance filmis not of the moment. At the very least it is a recording of a moment.
Most times it is also much more than that: an edited and compressed version of a
particular world.

My world is often a melancholy place populated by strange outsiders and ghosts. It
is a world oflimbo. After all, I am a Russian born citizen who moved to Switzerland at the
age of thirteen, then lived in the Chicago area for almost twenty-five years before moving
to Manti, UT. How could my world be anything but transitory, unstable, and dream-like?
And dreams are not alwayspleasant.

It took a lot of effort to make these two films and now they exist and that is all
there is to it. So,along with filmmaking, I turned to writing. I began to write in Russian as
I felt compelled to acknowledge my origins while living in a world that temporarily shut
itself down. It was as if Iwanted to look back at my life and take stock of it. Take stock of

it from the very beginning. In tebeginning was the word, and for me, that word was



Russian.
This is one of my stories, “Dry Water,” written during the pandemic. Please feel

free to skip through it and go straight to the English translation.

Cyxas
BoAda

[etcTtBo Erop NoTtanos nposen B 3emnsiHke. [loka mama paboTtana B narepe, oH
cugenHa cbipon 3emrie 1 urpan ¢ KacTprosibkon. MHorga ceepxy Ha Hee nagan
CONHeYHbIN NyY. Eropy kasanoch, 4YTo fnyy 6bl 0cob6eHHbIM, BonwebHbIM. OH
CcTeKan no BHYTPEHHOCTSAM Tena, ouuLLas OT rPSA3n 1 BCErO HEHYXKHOTO.
CTtaHoBMMNOCh YyTb-4yThb fierye. Hanpumep, koraa mama yberana kK peke, 4tobbl
CNpsATaTbCA OT HEro Mo BOAOW,0H yXKe He Kpuyan: «Mamouka, Hy noxanymncTa, Hy
He Hago...» A NnpocTo ctoan Ha 6epery u wenTtan: «CBeT, CBET, CBET...» Toraa oHa
BbIxoguna Ha 6eper n, opoxa BCeEM TENTOM, MOf4a Bo3Bpallanachb B 3eMnsaHKy. U
ewlie—oaHaxabl Erop ¢ mamon exanun Hakatepe B bnvxanwunim ropoa, Ytobbl
BCTPETUTLCA C KaKMM-TO HavarnbHUKOM. Erop ob6nokoTuncs o agsepuy, oHa BHE3arnHo
OTKpbIfiack, 1 OH ynan B Boay. [naBaTtb OH eLle

He Hay4yuncsa. Torga Mama BbiTalwmna ero 3a Bofochl U ckasana:
«OcTOpOXHEN,ManeHbknin. My6oko 3aech.»

Ecnn y HUX koH4Yanack efa, a efja y HUX KoH4Yanacb 4YacTo, OH AepXXasncst TOfbKo
Bogon.Mama yxxe He nuna, a oH nun. 3akpoeT rnasa u NPeacTaBuT, YTO B HEN
COOEPXUTCA BCe, YTO HYXKHO Teny. NoToMy 4TO BOAa U CBET—3TO OAHO U TO Xe. To
ecTb Boga—aTo 6onee rpybas cpopma ceeTa.

Korga nx 3eMnsaHKy HakOHeL-TO OTKPOIOT conigaTthl ocBO60AMTENBHOM apMuK, Mama
yxXeuenyo Hegento 6yaeTt HenoaABMXHON, 1 OT Hee ByaeT Nnoxo naxHyTb. A Erop
OyneT cuageTtb, 06NTOKOTUBLUMCH O HACTUST, U OYEHb MEANEHHO AbllaThb.
BoobpaxeHune cnaceT ero OT HEMUHYEMOW CMEPTM.

BornbLle oH He ByaeT HMKorga gymaTb HU O 3eMASHKe, HU O Mame, HU O narepe, Hu
o congarax. Tofibko B CaMOM KOHLLe, COCTapMBLLMCH M nexa Ha 60NbHUYHOWN KOWKe,
OH cHoBa yBnauT ee. OHa MSrkO BO3bMET €ro 3a BOSIOChl U NOTAHET KyAa-TO BBEPX.
TorpaoH ckaxeT: «Mama, Mbl YTO—KOCMOHAaBTbI?» A OHa OTBETUT: «HeT, CbiHe, Mbl
nnbIBEMNO cyxon Boge. W yxxe coBcemM CKopo nonagem B nyy ceeta. A Tam Mbl
HaKoHeL|-TO BCTPETMM Hallero nany.»

Dry Water
[English translation]

Egor Potapov spent his childhood in a dugout. While his mother worked in the camps, he would



sit on the damp raw earth and play with a cooking pot. Sometimes sunlight would fall on it from
above. For Egor, this was no ordinary light. It’s as if it would flow down his body and cleanse it
of all its impurities or superfluity He would then begin to feel better. For example, when his
mother would run to the river, so that she could hide under the water, he would no longer cry:
“Please don’t, please don’t...” He would simplystand ashore whispering: “Light, light, light...”
She would then come ashore to join him, trembling from the cold and they would slowly walk
back to the dugout.

Once they crossed the same river on a motorboat hoping to meet an important man in the city.
Egor leaned against the door, the door suddenly opened and he fell down. He has not yet
learned how to swim. His mother pulled him out of the water by his hair andsaid: “Careful, my
little one. Everything is too deep. Always too deep”

When they ran out of food, and they ran out of food almost all the time, he would sustainhimself
through water. His mother already stopped drinking it, but not him. He would close his eyes and
imagine that all that was necessary for life was contained in one single gulp. Because for him,
water and light were the same. Liquid was a simpler form of light. But their essence was the same.

When their dugout was finally discovered by the soldiers of the liberating army, his mother was
already motionless. Her body had a bad smell. Egor was still sitting againstthe wall. His
imagination saved him from the impending death.

Never again would he think of the dugout, the camp, his mother or the soldiers. Until thevery
end, when he was already old and laying in a hospital bed. His mother would find him again and
pull him by his hair. They would flow upwards. “Mother, have we becomecosmonauts?”’—he
would ask her. “No, dearest, we are swimming in dry water. And very soon, we will be caught by
a ray of light. And there, we will finally meet our father.”



I cannot think of many artists that I know who like to explain their work. I, too,
do not want toexplain what is already written. What would be the point? The text is meant
to speak for itself. Still, I must point out a few things.

First, the story is based on my father’s childhood. He was a son of a political
prisoner and he lived in the dugout with his mother, and he was often hungry and he had
an imagination that helped him survive his predicament: he would indeed drink water or
(on rare occasions milk) and imagine that it contained all the nutrients necessary for
one’s sustenance.

Whenever I would create a dance piece that I would consider worthwhile,
imaginative, and unique, my poor students who would be tasked with reviewing it would
quickly label it (and by association me) as weird, dark, problematic, chaotic and
confusing. And of course, on one level they would be right. Perhaps my work is indeed
strange (I prefer “strange' to “weird” as I do notlike to be alienated) dark and confusing.
Though I also dispute these simplistic interpretations.

After all, the story above literally ends with light. And the use of the word “father”
is deliberate. My father. Our father. Our Father, who art in heaven.

I never sit down to write or get into the dance studio thinking, “Well, today is a
good day for creating strange and dark things.” I simply sit and then I wait. Words and
movements come to me as they are. Sometimes they do not come at all. Since I am not
currently the victim of starvation or imprisonment or other deprivations, I do not consider
what I do to be dark. It's darkto the people who experience it. It was indeed dark for my
grandmother or my father. But for me,as a recorder, it's neither dark nor light. It is simply
something that is a part of a world we live in.And I make a choice not to avert my gaze.
Not to avert my gaze from the faces of my ancestors. Not to silence their voices that still
live through me.

Sometimes when I can neither write nor dance, I draw. I draw as If I were still a

child. What I draw does not copy the world, I have no talent for that; what I draw



represents an idea. A face has two eyes, hence circles, a face has a mouth, hence lines, a
face has ears, hence more circles. Lines and circles. Lines are straightforward. Circles and
curves are dangerous. The faces are lonely like the characters of my stories or dances. But
they are not entirely deprived of hope either, because they are drawn in a very simple and
naive way. The misfits. The poets. The saints.As viewed by a child who is already an old
man.

At times they morph into their forms and become pure lines and curves.
Eventually lines and curves find light. Thus, I shift from desolation to hope. A line is just a
line. A curve is just a curve. Whether we dwell or whether we leave, a line and a curve
would still be there, still thesame. This is true of nature as well. This is why I like to take
pictures of flowers and trees and saturate them with more light. Nature does not care for
our sufferings. May we be more like nature in our ability to endure things. May what I do

help someone to endure.
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Figure 1, On Love and Impermanence, by Dmitri Peskov



Figure 2, On Love and Impermanence, by Dmitri Peskov



Figure 3, On Love and Impermanence, by Dmitri Peskov



This is an essay on how I gather knowledge. I hope by now it is clear, that if
knowledge is of thefacts, I do not generate facts. Instead, I make things. This is a
different kind of knowledge. Less analytical and less binary. It invites ambiguity. I call this
knowledge by the same word, used by my father, who survived his early imprisonment:
imagination. I could use other words. Words that have something to do with the spirit.
Something akin to a revelation.

I submit to you that this kind of knowledge is much more important than the
knowledge of facts.Facts are easily accessible. Facts do not change. Facts are mechanical.
And facts are still filtered through the limited perception of our human consciousness. Facts
are not really...facts, are they?

On the other hand, imagination, learning, a desire to make sense of who we are,
of where we come from and where we are going, the mystery of it all—these things
render us human. Theyare less verifiable than knowledge. And yet they are no less
crucial to our very survival as a species.

This is an essay on how I link things together. My films are linked with my dances,
my dances are linked with my stories and my stories are linked with my poems, photos,
and drawings. I would like to believe that what links them is a very simple and very
human desire: to love and beloved. And so, I end on the words of love, written a long time

ago but still true to me today:

“If I speak in-the tongues[a] of men or of angels, but do not have love, I
am only a resounding gong or a clanging cymbal. If I have the gift of
prophecy and can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a
faith that can move mountains, but do nothave love, I am nothing. If I give
all I possess to the poor and give over my body to hardship that I may
boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing.

Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not
proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily
angered, it keeps no record ofwrongs. Love does not delight in evil but

rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes,
always perseveres.

Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where
there are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20Corinthians%2013&version=NIV&fen-NIV-28667a
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away. For we know in part and we prophesy in part, but when completeness
comes, what is in part disappears. When I was a child, I talked like a child, I
thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put the
ways of childhood behind me. For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror;
then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully,
even as I am fully known.

And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is
love.”* (New International Version Bible, 1 Corinithians 13: 1-13)

May we continue to learn together, each in her own way and always with love.

! The Bible. New International Version (NIV), Biblica Inc., 2011.



