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REVIEW

FILM AS BODY, LAND AND STORY: 
CONFRONTING COLONIAL HISTORY 
WITH INDIGENOUS DANCE

AMANDA FAYANT   

Dancing the Space Inbetween
Directed by Lacy Morin-Desjarlais.
Written by Lacy Morin-Desjarlais, Michele Sereda

%#��������EQNQT���ǡOKP�

Dancing the Space Inbetween KU�C�UJQTV�FCPEG�ƒNO�EQPEGKXGF�D[�.CE[�/QTKP�&GULCTNCKU�KP�EQNNCDQTCVKQP�

with Michele Sereda, inspired by the Regina Indian Industrial School’s unmarked cemetery in Regina, 

Saskatchewan.

EXGT[�VKOG�+�YCVEJ�VJKU�UJQTV�FCPEG�ƒNO��+�VT[�PQV�VQ�ET[�CPF�GXGT[�VKOG�+�CO�
GSWCNN[�WPUWEEGUUHWN��6JKU�KU�VJG�RQYGT�QH�VJG�UJQTV�ƒNO�Dancing the Space 
Inbetween by Lacy Morin-Desjarlais in collaboration with choreographer 

Michele Sereda. Sadly, both artists passed away in a car accident just after the 
EQORNGVKQP�QH�VJG�ƒNO�
� 6JTQWIJ�ƒNO�CPF�FCPEG��.CE[�GODQFKGU�CPF�TGNC[U�VJG�UVQT[�QH�VJG�4GIKPC�
Industrial Indian school (1891-1910) and places a spotlight on the unmarked 
cemetery, where Indigenous children who once attended the residential school are 
buried. The site is just north of Regina, Saskatchewan on Pinkie Road. This movie 
is an elegy to the children who died attending the Regina Indian Industrial School. 
 Lacy Morin-Desjarlais was an award-winning Indigenous dancer, artist and 
ƒNOOCMGT�HTQO�5CUMCVEJGYCPŨU�5CWNVGCWZ�(KTUV�0CVKQP��5JG�ITGY�WR�KP�$WTPCD[��
B.C., and began teaching powwow dance at the University of Regina 

Norwegian University of Science and Technology, Norway
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Conservatory. In her art, Lacy bridged traditional culture and contemporary 
practice.
� 6JG� ƒNO� HQEWUGU� QP� KPEQTRQTCVKPI� OQXGOGPV� CPF� VGNNKPI� C� UVQT[� YKVJ�
dance from an Indigenous perspective. The movement of the camera, of Lacy and 
QH�VJG� NCPF�EQPPGEVU�VJG�VJGOGU�QH�VJG�ƒNO��JQPQTKPI�VJG�UVQTKGU�QH� +PFKIGPQWU�
children and their families, highlighting the history of the land and acknowledging 
the relationship between body, spirit and land. Linda T. Smith writes about the 
importance of telling stories with an Indigenous voice in Decolonizing Methodologies, 
“Indigenous peoples want to tell our own stories, write our own versions, in our 
own ways, for our own purposes.”1

 The opening scene is a split screen with two contrasting, yet complimentary 
shots. On the left, we see a close-up of someone walking across a floor. The 
temperature of the light is a cool blue which highlights the deep black of the shoes 
as the shot shows Lacy walking through a door into a room. On the right, we see 
Lacy kneeling on the grass outside, with a red cloth folded in front of her. The 
camera focuses on Lacy as she stands and starts to move, opening her arms 
almost as if embracing the land, the wind and the space. The soundtrack of the 
ƒNO�KU�WRNKHVKPI��[GV�CNUQ�OQWTPHWN�CPF�VJG�OWUKE�UGVU�VJG�VQPG�HQT�C�DGCWVKHWN�CPF�
TCY�GZRTGUUKQP�QH�+PFKIGPQWU�ƒNOOCMKPI�
 The camera moves on to a close-up of the grass on the prairie. The grass 
moves and sways in a similar fashion to the movements of Lacy in the previous 
shot. We are reminded of how the movements of the grass, light and wind are 
EQPPGEVGF��#U�VJG�ƒNO�RTQITGUUGU��YG�UGG�C�EQODKPCVKQP�QH�UJQVU��CNOQUV�NKMG�VJG[�
CTG�DTCKFGF�VQIGVJGT��6JG�ƒTUV�UJQVU�CTG�QH�.CE[�QP�VJG�RTCKTKG��UNKVJGTKPI�VJTQWIJ�
the grass, gripping onto the land as she moves over it with her body. Her dress 
is almost white except at the bottom where it seems stained red, a reminder of 
the blood shed on the site of the unmarked cemetery. The next shots are of Lacy 
in a dance studio with a costume head of a buffalo, all black, like the footwear in 
VJG�DGIKPPKPI�QH�VJG�ƒNO��6JG�DWHHCNQ�JGCF�KU�OCFG�QH�C�OCVGTKCN�VJCV� KU�C�FGGR�
black yet is also reflective and shimmers in the light as Lacy practices her dance. 
At one point, Lacy takes off the buffalo head while the camera focuses on it as 
she places it on the floor. We can see that the buffalo spirit is an important visual 
for the story and is a reminder that from an Indigenous perspective, the buffalo 
(bison) is a symbol for resilience and spirit of the prairie. Tasha Hubbard explains 
the importance of the buffalo in Indigenous culture in her thesis, The Call of the 

Buffalo: Exploring Kinship with the Buffalo in Indigenous Creative Expression:

(M)y father has shared with me that Nêhiyaw (Cree) people are in a kinship 
relationship with the buffalo spirit known as Kise-napewi-mostos or Old Man 
Buffalo. It has been explained to me that the word has a connotation of a 
benevolent grandfather, in that grandparents often have a soft spot for their 
grandchildren. Through this relationship, the buffalo is understood to be our 
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teacher of good governance; in other words, the buffalo teaches us how to live 
as family, as kin, and as a people.2

6JG�DWHHCNQ�JGCF�KP�VJG�ƒNO�KU�KPEQTRQTCVGF�KP�FKHHGTGPV�YC[U�VJTQWIJQWV�VJG�ƒNO��
When Lacy is in the studio practicing, she takes the head off and we see in the next 
scene of Lacy on the land that she is crawling on her stomach towards the buffalo 
head. She almost slides into the head and again, we see her performing the same 
dance she was practicing in the studio footage. The buffalo head connects scenes 
and crosses time, highlighting how the spirit is always with us and around us.
 The back and forth between the shots in the studio and the land works as 
a visual metaphor for grappling with the past and the present. The intertwining 
of these two scenes shows how the story of the land is a part of who we are as 
Indigenous people in Canada and that when we tell stories from the land, we can 
connect to our history on both a physical and spiritual level. Part of telling the story 
of the land is acknowledging and honoring the memories of those who walked 
there before us, those who left traces. By highlighting the untold stories of the 
4GIKPC� +PFWUVTKCN� +PFKCP�UEJQQN�� VJG�ƒNO�OCMGU�WU�CYCTG�QH� VJG� KPLWUVKEG�QH� VJG�
unmarked cemetery and how those stories are not gone despite not being seen- 
those stories are a part of the land, and therefore, a part of us.
� #U�VJG�ƒNO�EQPVKPWGU��YG�UGG�.CE[ŨU�OQXGOGPVU�VGNN�VJG�TGUKFGPVKCN�UEJQQN�
children’s stories. First, Lacy dances, runs and jumps as if she is a child. She is 
free and happy for a brief moment before the dance turns violent. Lacy moves 
as if she is being beaten and tormented. There is fear being expressed through 
her dance. A red cloth is strewn on the ground and as Lacy moves, she picks up 
the cloth and allows it to encase her. She is covered in red, a symbol of the blood 
that has been lost on the site. As the scene plays out a few blades of prairie grass 
EQOG�KPVQ�HQEWU��$[�HQEWUKPI�QP�VJG�ITCUU��VJG�ƒNO�UJCTGU�CP�+PFKIGPQWU�XKGY�QP�
VJG�UKIPKƒECPEG�QH�PCVWTG�CPF�VJG�TGNCVKQPUJKR�DGVYGGP�CNN�DGKPIU��8KPG�&G.QTKC�
Jr described this Indigenous philosophy in his article Relativity, Relatedness and 

Reality, where he simply states, “we are all relatives”3. This statement by DeLoria 
Jr. reflects an Indigenous belief that all things are related and connected, including 
land, people and animals. The blades of grass are given space and show agency in 
the way they move with the wind. The grass bends and moves in similar way to the 
movements of Lacy’s dance. She allows the cloth to flow over her and slowly drift 
to the ground as the camera continues to focus on the blades of grass just in front 
of her. As the red disappears from the frame, Lacy comes into focus and begins 
to dance again. This dance is the same as the dance in the beginning, where she 
opens her arms almost as if to embrace the land, the wind and the spirits who 
TGOCKP�CV�VJG�UKVG��6JG�ƒNO�UYKVEJGU�HQEWU�DGVYGGP�.CE[�CPF�VJG�DNCFGU�QH�ITCUU�
as she dances and moves in connection with the land. The buffalo head appears 
again briefly almost as a reminder that the buffalo spirit is always with us and 
connects us as Indigenous people to the history of the land. In the introduction to 
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her book, Wiping the War Paint off the Lens: Native American Film and Video, Beverly 
5KPIGT�YTKVGU�CDQWV�VJG�KORQTVCPEG�QH�+PFKIGPQWU�ƒNOOCMKPI�CPF�GZRNCKPU�

(T)he chance to remedy the lack of literature about telling our own stories is 
deeply connected to being self-determined as an Indian. It is part of a social 
movement that I call “cultural sovereignty,” which involves trusting in the older 
YC[�CPF�CFCRVKPI� VJGO�VQ�QWT� NKXGU� KP� VJG�RTGUGPVŲ�1WT�ƒNOU�CPF�XKFGQU�CTG�
helping to reconnect us with very old relationships and traditions. Native 
#OGTKECP�ƒNOOCMKPI�VTCPUOKVU�DGNKGHU�CPF�HGGNKPIU�VJCV�JGNR�TGXKXG�UVQT[VGNNKPI�
and restore the old foundation.4

When the camera brings Lacy into focus again, we see her lift her arms to the sky, 
offering her prayer to the memory of the Regina Industrial Indian school children. 
This scene shows how agency in re-telling history from an Indigenous perspective 
is part of reclaiming agency over our stories and experiences.
� 6JG�ƒPCN�UJQV�QH�VJG�ƒNO�KU�QH�VJG�RTCKTKG�UWPUGV�YKVJ�C�HNQEM�QH�DKTFU�HN[KPI�
across the sky. The mood is somber, yet free and open. The prairie sky offers 
EQOHQTV�CPF�JQRG��6JG�NCPF�JQNFU�MPQYNGFIG�CPF�UVQTKGU��6JKU�ƒNO�GZRNQTGU�VJG�
Indigenous gaze as a source of knowledge, storytelling and connection. As Leanne 
Betasamosake Simpson writes in her article Land as Pedagogy, “(c)oming to know 
is an intimate process, the unfolding of relationship with the spiritual world”5. 
Through her movements and dance, Lacy connects the intimacy of knowing to the 
spirituality of the site of the Regina Industrial Indian school unmarked cemetery.
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