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I think Australian dancers have a certain energy, attack and enthusiasm that sets us apart. We are a particularly physical culture.

— David Atkins



I fell in love with the idea of ballet as a young lad in the late 1960s. My first major ‘performance’ was on the septic tank at my grandfather’s 60th birthday. Accompanied by a portable record player and a stack of vinyl records, I entertained/annoyed my extended family with hours of dancing punctuated with shrieks of ‘look at me’.

— David McAllister



My style of working has not changed very much over the years. I still love dance as narrative and story-telling. But you need a good palette of colourful characters to tell good stories… The whole collaborative process has always been important and exciting to me. It is wonderful to work with visual artists, filmmakers, musicians …

— Graeme Murphy



The exciting thing about Australian classical dancers is the way they have assimilated this most stylistic of disciplines in a unique way. There is a distinct lack of stylistic baggage, which allows them to be very open and uninhibited in their approach… It is evident in all the Australian dancers and I think it is for this reason that they are so sought after and so well-represented in companies throughout the world. It is a great privilege to work with them.

— Stephen Baynes



My driving force to make dance comes from a feeling that from a very young age, not a lot of things about being alive made sense to me… going to the theatre and seeing works of art were the only spiritual things in life that allowed me a connection to other people whom I did not know personally. They spoke to me of my life and my dilemmas …

— Kate Champion



My father tells me I choreographed my first piece when I was a 5-year old. I remember sitting in that small tin shed, feet in the dirt, wrapped in scratchy lace curtains and escaping to a world that allowed me to see beyond my current reality.

— Frances Rings



The most interesting thing about being an artist is tapping into something that cannot be thought of consciously. The shows are not about dance, but dance is the main ingredient. Dance is abstract and can say things that words cannot. All of the shows I have been involved in have a constant shift between the concrete world and abstraction. This is a beautiful journey that you can have with an audience …

— Gavin Webber











[image: fig0001]
Poppy (1978) choreographed by Graeme Murphy


Company: Sydney Dance Company (1987)

Performer: Graeme Murphy as Jean Cocteau

Photograph: Branco Gaica










Foreword

Robyn Archer

As Australians, we are acutely aware of the land. Our country is vast; it has put great distances between us and until recent years, had challenged the concept of nationwide collaboration. Like so many countries in the world today, our population is gravitating towards the cities. Paradoxically, it is happening at the same time when advances in the technologies of transport and virtual communication have made collaboration more viable. At last, we now have a small number of dance-specific meetings/festivals at which choreographers, dancers, designers and composers can meet, see each other’s works and exchange ideas. This took a long time to come about and we can anticipate greater interaction and a greater density of development in the future because of this.

The national gatherings are important because the cities we inhabit in increasing numbers are very far from each other, the cost of travel high and the opportunities to tour still very limited. None of us ever has the chance to have a truly comprehensive view of everything that is happening. This publication is valuable because of that. It gives us glimpses of the activity, energy, variety, thoughtfulness and imagination which constitutes dance in Australia today.

Despite all that distance throws at us, we know there is a much more complex balance to the landscape of Australian dance these days. For many years, the diverse cultures of the first Australians — the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders — were either ignored and neglected or simply the subject of anthropological interest. At the same time, much of the population felt ‘cut off’ from its European cultural roots. The entrepreneur stepped in and imported selected examples to remind us where we had come from and what we were missing in the old country. Despite the obvious right to pleasure in and a longing for the rich culture of the old country, it acted as a distraction from what we already had in our own home and on our doorstep in the form of Indigenous cultures — some of them the oldest in the world — in our own culturally rich geographic region of the Asia Pacific, and in what young untried creative minds may have had to offer. It took a long time for a broader and deeper cultural perspective to evolve.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander dance now has a platform which hungry audiences line up for. Under the tireless direction of Stephen Page, Bangarra has just celebrated its 20th anniversary and continues to play to sold-out audiences all over the country. At the same time, the Chooky Dancers from Elcho Island have become YouTube stars. At Garma Festival I saw young Yolgnu kids from the host nation in North Eastern Arnhem Land, fronting a memorable Yothu Yindi performance where the moves were all cut from street dance/hip-hop (electronically received) and morphed onto the bodies of these gifted young carriers of traditional movement. Now we have a better understanding of what was here all the time, and its current and future potential. Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander dance, as in visual arts, is without limit and is also an inspiration to the future of Australian dance. The collaborative instinct and potential is as powerful as the dance and the ancient traditions themselves, held in the body, from which these contemporary forms are springing.

Since the 1970s, and with overt encouragement from the Whitlam and Keating governments, Australian artists have also engaged more comprehensively with the Asia–Pacific region. With Australian companies and artists touring the Asia Pacific and vice versa, and with fellowships to assist research, mutual knowledge, exchange and collaboration have grown. Through attention to community cultural development, the riches of Australia’s diverse cultures have also been acknowledged and we now have literally hundreds of dance traditions to observe and draw on.

Now these forms are all acknowledged and respected and as social and competitive dance (especially via television) gains a new momentum, there is a wider and healthier context for the art of Australian contemporary dance where edges blur and risk is confidently taken. While long-established icons such as The Australian Ballet, Sydney Dance Company and Australian Dance Theatre continue to flourish, there has also been stability and growth in younger companies such as Chunky Move, Force Majeure, Lucy Guerin Inc, Leigh Warren and Dancers. The contribution of the Indigenous and non-Indigenous independent scene is also acknowledged and the voices of many of the artists who have continued to make their work through passion and commitment despite limited resources, appear in this publication.

Australia is frequently pigeonholed via tourism jargon as active, sporty, outdoor, fun-loving and laid back. The cultural sophistication of our country is often ignored. But even at the heights and depths of intellectual and artistic endeavour, there is surely something identifiably Australian about us. You see this clearly in contemporary dance: well-trained, rigorous, muscular, open to risk and adventure, acknowledging the rich cultural roots of this land, respectful of tradition, happy to break out of it and capable of both self-deprecating humour through wry observation and any level of difficult emotional or psychological investigation.

These valuable and wide-ranging attributes equip Australian choreographers, dancers, companies, collaborating artists and cross-form partners, all of whom constitute the Australian dance scene, to deal with a rapidly changing geo-political region. We are confronted by our dramatic and inspiring geographical landscape through an increase in climatic extremes: flood and fire and an acute need for water. Our cities are going to grow and change, but our region is changing too. If the 21st century is deemed the Chinese and Indian century, then a great swathe of the economic and socio-political landscape of Australia is changing too. First colonised by Britain, then coming under the global cultural dominance of the US, Australia still awaits the day when it can finally become truly its own country, sitting confidently and independently in that Asian region and Asian century, still maintaining healthy ties with ‘traditional allies’.

I believe in art as an active player in the wider world and its needs. If we are not an integral part of society and all that being in a society demands of us, then we become a dispensable luxury. I am confident that Australian dance has the capacity to be central and important. It now has the breadth of social, regional and historic overview and a depth of training, talent and creative imagination to make a genuine contribution to more than just its committed participants and enthusiastic audiences. I know that this book will give you all the welcome opportunity to share that confidence.
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Photograph: Rodger Cummins


Robyn Archer AO
, singer, writer, director, artistic director and public advocate of the arts, is one of Australia’s most eminent artists. She has directed the National Festival of Australian Theatre, the Adelaide Festival, the Melbourne International Arts Festival and Ten Days on the Island. She chaired the Australia Council’s Community Cultural Development Board. Robyn has advised on the new Melbourne Museum, on the Australian cultural content for Expo 2000, on the Liverpool European Capital of Culture, curated the Deakin Lectures, served as juror for Culture France’s Danses Caribes in Cuba and participated in Australia’s 2020 Summit. Robyn is currently the creative director of the Centenary of Canberra and was artistic director of Melbourne’s ‘The Light in Winter’. She is an Officer of the Order of Australia, Chevalier du l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres (France), Officer of the Crown (Belgium) and holds honorary doctorates from Flinders and Sydney Universities. She has also been awarded the International Citation of Merit by the International Society of Performing Arts and the Dame Elisabeth Murdoch Australia Business Arts Foundation (AbaF) award for cultural leadership.









Preface

Dance in the Asia–Pacific region is a diverse cultural matrix where new contemporary dance occurs alongside continuing traditions such as tribal, folk and court dances and ritual practices. A continuum that expresses all aspects of life, tradition and change, dance is also a ‘meeting point’ for modernity and post-modernity, history and ‘post-history’, the present and the future where complex aesthetic and philosophical challenges are negotiated. Artists are addressing these challenges with integrity and subtlety through developing unique performance styles that are constantly evolving. Working through an empathetic approach that is grounded in regional traditions, the choreographers from the countries of the Asia–Pacific region are at the forefront of developing a new international genre of contemporary dance with unique movement vocabularies and narratives. No dance lover, practitioner or scholar can ignore the dynamism and explosion of creative energy from this region.

The books in this series discuss the meeting points, intersections and integration of dance cultures and how choreographers, performers, associated artists and companies of the region choose to imaginatively invent, blend, fuse, select and morph these multiple influences. Pedagogy, training, production resources, logistic support and in some instances, imposed restrictions such as censorship, all impinge on the artistic process — above all, the passion to create, the need to perform and the desire to be heard underpins all art. In dance, the body is a powerful means of dialogue which, through embodiment, encapsulates signs and symbols of place and belief. Rather than emulating Western dance forms, there is a palpable confidence in personal creative expressions that are valued, applauded and enjoyed — the Asia–Pacific choreographers are making evocative and enigmatic dance theatre that touches a human chord and implicitly shows the power of dance to move and inspire us. The complexity of these developments may not seem a big step to outsiders but to those versed in the traditional forms, these small steps represent giant leaps.

How does an identity emerge from such eclecticism in the Asia–Pacific region? Dance that is thematically inspired by unique narratives and regional ‘storytelling’ traditions, history and social issues occurs alongside predominately abstract choreography constructed from a diversity of movement vocabularies from the East and the West. Choreographers are incorporating imagery that is metaphoric, symbolic and iconic to make poetic statements about their world. In this amalgam, memories are embodied, constructed and deconstructed, encoded and decoded into new themes and movement vocabularies in powerful and poignant moments. For instance, across the region, one of the greatest epic stories of all time, the Ramayana, a tale that is reinterpreted from India, to Bali, Thailand, Cambodia and beyond, is explored in myriad ways. It is revisited and interrogated by practitioners through film, drama, dance and the visual arts — there is much to contemplate and debate in the interpretation of the characters and the intricacies of the story line that reveals universal aspects of human frailty such as the struggle between good and evil, weakness and power, lust and greed, the masculine and the feminine and the search for the soul.

It is time to be inspired by the breadth and diversity of dance in the Asia–Pacific region. The Celebrating Dance in Asia and the Pacific series focuses on themes of evolving contemporary choreography, tradition and change, intercultural research and practice occurring through artist exchanges, pedagogy, revitalising and preserving cultural heritage — rich areas for research with implications to readers throughout the global village. An important focus is to highlight the artists’ perspective on their work and its cultural and philosophical context through the inclusion of a number of artists’ essays in each volume. These insights give invaluable information about the inspiration, intention and cultural connections for the dancers and choreographers. It is also an opportunity to present their thoughts on the dichotomy between the preservation of dance in their communities and the desire to choreograph contemporary dance informed by traditional and classical forms.

There inevitably remain many tensions, dilemmas and uncertainties for both the artists and the audiences where familiar ground is constantly shifting as audiences engage with the new Asian contemporary dance. Rapid changes and the shock of the new may be uncomfortable to some but exhilarating and liberating to others.

Ultimately, despite divergent views and the polarities of the traditional and the contemporary, there is a sense of respect for all that dance offers — for fellow artists and the passion they share. Audiences in the Asia–Pacific region and across the world are witnessing continuing traditions that bridge and celebrate rich cultural heritages alongside new explorations and eureka moments for both established and developing choreographers. The words of Carl Wolz, the founder of the World Dance Alliance, epitomise the philosophy and content of this series.


Celebrating the variety, the depth and the beauty of human difference through the art of dance.

— Singapore, WDA conference 2001


Stephanie Burridge
Series Editor
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Introduction

Stephanie Burridge and Julie Dyson

Australian dancers and choreographers are dynamic and articulate in body, mind and spirit; their energy and openness to new ideas and creativity, and their willingness to experiment and take risks mean that many appear in some of the great international companies. Australian Indigenous dancers also proudly take their place on the world stage, crossing boundaries between their unique dance traditions while exploring new influences from contemporary dance, ballet, tap and hip-hop.

This volume explores the current scene from a wide perspective, reflecting on the artists’ creative engagement with Australian culture and the landscape. It looks at choreography in large spaces beyond theatre venues, at youth and community dance and at the Australian dancers’ versatility and risk-taking. The story of dance traverses the breadth of the country, from the large cities of Sydney and Melbourne where the national companies — Bangarra Dance Theatre and The Australian Ballet — are based, to the smaller cities where companies such as Garry Stewart’s internationally acclaimed Australian Dance Theatre, Adelaide, has its home. We hear from artists working in more remote cities such as Darwin and Launceston, and see how extremes of place and weather influence and shape the repertoire of these companies, providing stark diversity in contemporary dance across enormous and often isolating distances. Australia’s newest company is Mod Dance Company with Brett Morgan as Artistic Director and it is independently funded, a first for Australia. Its aim is to create a dynamic, exciting and accessible dance company and its first season, Suite Synergy, opened in Melbourne in March, 2011. Independent artists from across the country give intensely personal insights into their inspiration and practice in the Artists’ Voices section, many specifically referring to the Australian landscape and ethos as a partner in their creative vision as dancers and choreographers.

The chapters in this volume recount the Australian story: the development of Indigenous dance; immigrant influences; the legacy of the Ballets Russes and Bodenwieser companies; education and training programmes and the story of Ausdance — the unique nationwide advocacy organisation for dance. Australia’s dance history has a rich legacy shaped by immigrant companies and choreographers, initially from Europe, who generously shared their expertise by establishing companies and opening schools across the nation. They looked upon the landscape with fresh eyes and many created choreography that was inspired by the country, its people and its narratives. Alongside the desire to embrace their adopted country, several of these artists were curious about the Indigenous culture of Australia and created works inspired by their movement and stories.

The new political climate and changes in government legislation have finally recognised the rights and land-ownership of Indigenous Australians, coinciding with the emergence of a new wave of Indigenous creators working as independent artists and taking forward the development of Bangarra Dance Company, Australia’s renowned Indigenous contemporary dance company. Other narratives which are highlighted are the important developments in Indigenous dance training and the establishment of the National Aboriginal and Islander Skills Development Association (NAISDA Dance College) in Sydney, and current events to support emerging and independent Indigenous artists through several initatives, including Creating Pathways and Treading the Pathways. Dance education, developments in youth and community dance, dance research at universities and post-secondary training institutions are also examined.

One of Australia’s greatest dance visionaries concludes the volume with unique insights gleaned from decades of leadership in professional dance, tertiary education and research. Whether working as a choreographer, artistic director, mentor or professor, Shirley McKechnie’s voice has gently engaged many Australian dance artists at some point in their careers.

The selection of Artists’ Voices in the book is diverse and stellar. Artists from the highly successful entertainment sector of the dance industry are included, as are some from the younger generations of independent artists. The editors recognise the limitations of such a list, and encourage readers to look beyond this volume for a broader representation of other dance artists whose voices are equally important.

The Foreword, by celebrated Australian artist, director, performer and advocate Robyn Archer, is insightful and inspiring. Her knowledge and understanding of dance in Australia is impressive and her contribution is a valued addition to this volume.

Shaping the Landscape: Celebrating Dance in Australia will give the reader an unprecedented and comprehensive overview of Australia’s dance culture that will be of interest to academics and students of Australian and South-east Asian cultural studies, and especially to dance institutions and departments, dance critics, dancers, choreographers and dance lovers in this country and throughout the region.








1
Shaping the Landscape

Jill Sykes

It may be a ‘new’ country in terms of European settlement, but Australia is believed to have the oldest form of continuously practised dance. It goes back at least 40,000 years as an integral part of the Indigenous culture and is still being passed on to the new generations. Most excitingly, it has also become the basis of contemporary styles for which the leading choreographers follow guidelines from the Indigenous elders as they strike out in fresh directions.

This is the only form of dance, old and new, that Australia can claim as its own. It has had a thrilling rise to mainstream appreciation in the past 35 years or so, and is considered so important that four contributors to this book have written about different aspects of its development.

Aboriginal dance had, of course, been noted by dance practitioners in theatre earlier. But inevitably, the creative team and performers were European and we look back on their well-meaning attempts with a shudder: in the 1950s, blackening and complete black costumes were acceptable in representing people with dark skins.

Times have changed and now Australia has highly trained dancers from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander backgrounds who have a breadth of knowledge and experience that they can apply to the sophisticated demands of a company like Bangarra Dance Theatre.

Australia’s Indigenous dancers perform in well-known theatres around the country and overseas, and find their way to new audiences via new media as well. That cheeky version of Zorba’s Dance by the Chooky Dancers on YouTube was enjoyed by millions of people around the world and helped these Elcho Island performers from the Northern Territory to gain a commissioned work, Ngurrumilmarririyu (Wrong Skin), that was presented in 2010 at the Adelaide Festival and in the Sydney Opera House.

This broader exposure to forms of Indigenous performance — its humour as well as its serious dance and music from the past and present on pertinent, often social themes — has been reinforced by a parallel interest in Aboriginal art. As well as providing entertainment and stimulating ideas, it has been a bridge to discover more about their own country for many Australians.

With the exhilaration of developing a uniquely Australian dance, the traditions of dance as a performative theatre art form have not been forgotten. In fact, ballet is the mainstay of this country’s dance audience if the biggest, best-funded company with the largest following is taken as guide — and in that it is probably no different from other Western nations.

But in the second decade of the 21st century, Australia has many other styles of dance with robust support and practitioners. Most of them are covered in detail in this book. It is a vibrant dance scene with the promise of many organisations around the country getting young people to dance — not only encouraging them through performances that appeal to them but getting them to take part.

Australia’s national and international geographic isolation turns out to be something of an advantage to creativity. It is not like the national dance scene in some countries of Europe where a popular style produces clones. In this large continent, there are dozens of small groups responding to their communities creatively and independently. Though some shared influences may be spotted, one cannot pin down a wave of similarities. Australian dance is richly individualistic.

Small groups and independents are unshakeable in their devotion to dance and find ways of sharing it with others, no matter the financial pressures whereby funding favours the old over the new. The larger state and federally funded companies are constantly drawing on familiar narratives or creating new versions of tested favourites in a bid to hold on to their audiences. Commercial dance does well in Australia, with its profusion of musicals. Multicultural dance survives and sometimes thrives. Dance theatre and physical theatre are increasing in practice and popularity. Opportunities for disabled dancers are growing. Postmodern dance has all but disappeared. Hip-hop has its own following and is permeating performances of all kinds.

But to return to Australia’s biggest, flagship company — The Australian Ballet. Predictably, the best-seller amongst its 2010 programmes was a traditional production of The Nutcracker, brought in by artistic director David McAllister from the UK and beautifully performed by the company. The Silver Rose, its ‘new’ full-length ballet for the year, was just as ‘traditional’ in form and presentation, but it did have contemporary choreography in a classical style by Graeme Murphy, who made it in 2005 for the Bavarian State Ballet.

The Australian Ballet, which is building up to its 50th anniversary in 2012, selects work from overseas and local choreographers for its four main programmes touring some of the capital cities each year. Among those represented in recent years have been Nacho Duato and Wayne McGregor, as well as the company’s resident choreographer, Stephen Baynes. But the core of its audience looks to the past, so there is no surprise to find it commissioning a new Romeo and Juliet from Graeme Murphy and bringing back its legendary production of Don Quixote in 2011. This was the vehicle for Rudolf Nureyev as star performer and producer in 1970, with several seasons to follow and a film, co-starring Lucette Aldous as Kitri to Nureyev’s Basilio.

Lucette is a Perth resident these days and in 2010 she directed a production of Don Quixote for West Australian Ballet,
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The Silver Rose (2010) choreographed by Graeme Murphy


Company: The Australian Ballet

(Photograph: David Kelly)


whose artistic director, Ivan Cavallari, judiciously mingles old and new — though his 2011 programme is bolder than most. It includes world premieres by two young Australian choreographers currently working overseas, Reed Luplau and David Jonathan, and a full-length Cinderella by one of their own dancers, Jayne Smeulders, as well as Australian premieres by Jiri Kylian and Garry Stewart.

Queensland Ballet’s artistic director, François Klaus, does most of the classical-based choreography himself. After celebrating the company’s 50th anniversary in 2010, he has planned a season of works that, apart from four performances of short works by guest choreographers, is based on themes that everyone will know — Carmen, The Little Mermaid and King Arthur — as well as Swan Lake, in which he keeps the traditional Act II.

But what if you are a classical dancer and want to explore contemporary approaches without spending time on the past? Since 2007, the Melbourne Ballet Company has been providing a creative outlet that seems to have taken hold in its home city, though it is yet to be seen beyond Melbourne. It is committed to new works within a comfortable framework of familiarity, predominantly by its resident choreographer Simon Hoy, but it has also gone into a collaboration that integrated live motion capture with 3D set to music by Mozart.

The Sydney Dance Company (SDC) headed off in a new direction when Rafael Bonachela took over as artistic director in 2009. Spanish-born Bonachela’s varied background built while working in London — Rambert Dance Company, choreography for Kylie Minogue, his own company — has brought fresh vitality to the SDC, new dancers and a range of guest choreographers such as Emanuel Gat and, in 2011, Jacopo Godani to complement his own works, which are stamped equally by his love of popular culture and the avant-garde.

In Adelaide, the Australian Dance Theatre had a similar spurt of action when Garry Stewart took over as artistic director in 2000. He has maintained his energy in making slow-release works of action-packed velocity that have been seen around the world. He is fascinated by technology and has had intriguing collaborations with New York photographer Lois Greenfield and Canadian robotics artist Louis-Philippe Demers. Also in Adelaide, Leigh Warren and Dancers perform in a quieter style that is at its best in a close-knit collaboration with live musical performance — ranging from the Philip Glass ‘Portrait Trilogy’ with the State Opera of South Australia and partnerships with smaller musical forces.

Australian audiences have always relished theatrical dance. The country’s collective love affair with the Ballets Russes, starting at the end of the 1930s, set a benchmark that has been maintained, even by the balletomanes. And for everyone else, it is getting to the point where you might wonder where theatre ends and dance begins and vice versa. The Belvoir, a Sydney theatre company, has scheduled in its 2011 season a work by choreographer Lucy Guerin, Human Interest Story, which explores the way we consume news.

Guerin has approached some topical and surprising subjects for her eponymous dance company, including the tragic collapse of a bridge being built in Melbourne nearly 30 years back, and an amusing and insightful exploration of dance training in Untrained. Her style involves more dance movement than another dance theatre practitioner, now director, Kate Champion, whose company Force Majeure weaves stories out of research and workshops in an organic development that is matched by the naturalistic style of movement. Her latest, Not in a Million Years, charts a series of extraordinary experiences by ordinary people.

Tess de Quincey, based in Sydney but performing nationally and internationally with the company that bears her name, has built a following for her ‘body weather’ style. It grew out of Japan’s butoh and was expanded in workshops undertaken in Australia’s parched interior to bring out contrasting aspects of performance, which are then intensified down to their engrossing essence for presentation in venues that are often out of the ordinary.

Kate Denborough and Gerard Van Dyck founded Kage Physical Theatre in 1997 in Melbourne, where they create powerfully theatrical shows through bold, everyday movement that verges on the acrobatic. Expressions Dance Company, in Brisbane, is primarily about dance, yet its repertoire always revolved around strong themes under its founder, Maggi Sietsma. Natalie Weir, who first choreographed for the company when she was 18, has brought her evolving international experience and commitment to the role of artistic director and pivotal choreographer.

Splintergroup is a flexible ensemble originally made up of Gavin Webber, Grayson Millwood and Vincent Crowley, who made their mark in the brilliant physical theatre work, lawn, where they amazed audiences as they walked up walls, scared us with surreal effects and made us laugh with very silly jokes. Splintergroup then toured Australia and overseas with roadkill, in which the intense physicality is even more pronounced. Webber and Millwood, as Animal Farm Collective, premiered Food Chain at the 2011 Sydney Festival.

From 2005 to 2009, Gavin Webber was also artistic director of Dancenorth, based in the far north Queensland city of Townsville. This small company, so distant from any of its peers, has been growing since 1985 as a professional contemporary dance company, initially directed by Cheryl Stock, and is currently under the direction of Raewyn Hill.

Legs on the Wall has created a world of its own. Its starting point in 1984 was acrobatic prowess as much as anything, but the group turned this ability into a tool for theatre that engrossed, astonished and moved audiences. At the 2000 Sydney Olympic Games, they scaled a tall building and told a story at the same time, winning new fans in the streets below. Their influence, through the involvement of current and former performers, has reached out into straight theatre and even opera in a collaboration with Opera Australia. Their latest creation, premiered at the 2011 Sydney Festival, is an elaborate fantasy based on the Federation-era films of a troupe of Australian entertainers.

Stalker has a more circus-inclined approach to an idiosyncratic style of physical theatre that ranges from contemporary dance and martial arts, powered by a strong philosophical stance in its commitment to inclusion and reconciliation. It is often seen in unusual natural settings that enhance its individuality, and in 2010 celebrated its 21st year with the premiere of Shanghai Lady Killer at the Brisbane Festival. Stalker has an offshoot, Marrugeku, which is built on intercultural performance that brings together the lives of people and communities in the north-west of Australia. In 2009, it did a huge national tour of Burning Daylight, a work that was also documented as a book and a DVD, shot by Warwick Thornton of Samson and Delilah fame.

For something completely different, BalletLab works out of Melbourne under the direction of Phillip Adams, creating pieces that range from dance to installation, and does well overseas. In Adelaide, Restless Dance Theatre integrates young performers with and without disability. It has had notable success and has made a series of short pieces for the screen, including the award-winning Necessary Games — Necessity.

Many Australian choreographers put dance on screen. Some, like Sue Healey, work alone and in conjunction with stage presentations; others, like Narelle Benjamin and Sam James work as a team, with Benjamin also working independently for the stage, and Hellen Sky and Collaborators working with digital interactivity. Others concentrate on their screen work, such as Richard James Allen and Karen Pearlman with their Physical TV Company. Then there is Igneous, which made a hilarious short film of two men trying to read the same newspaper, Fragmentation, choreographed and directed by Suzon Fuks. ReelDance does a great job of getting Australian and New Zealand dance films together and showing them each year with a selection of overseas dance films and by touring with them, which gives a chance for people around the nation to see what others are doing in dance on-screen.

On the subject of technology, there is one Australian choreographer who has been obsessed by it for his stage presentations. In between works that make something special out of deeply ordinary themes — I Want to Dance Better at Parties — Gideon Obarzanek has explored interactive video technologies with Frieder Weiss, using movement as a trigger for light changes, first in the solo Glow, then as an ensemble, Mortal Engine, for his company Chunky Move. Since he has announced his retirement as artistic director, one can only guess what direction he and it will take after his farewell work, which will have nothing to do with advanced technology, he says.

The sheer size of Australia may be an advantage creatively, but the cost of touring in a country close to the size of the US, but where population centres are so far apart, is prohibitive; which means dance goers do not have much opportunity to see what is happening elsewhere. Contemporary dance festivals help, such as Dance Massive (Melbourne) and Spring Dance (Sydney), though larger festivals are more likely to bring in foreign groups. Once a year the Australian Dance Awards bring together dancers from different parts of the nation with an awards programme that is as much a national mix as you could get.

So you really have to go to Darwin to see what Tracks is doing — which is quite unlike any other dance company in that it is so closely moulded to the fascinating multicultural mix of that city on the country’s northern edge: facing Asia with the outback and Australia’s Indigenous people all around it. The diversity of Tracks is unique, from funky youth dancers to ‘showgirl grannies’, as they like to call them, and ochre-painted elders — sometimes separately, sometimes together.

Tasmania’s Tasdance, almost as far south as you can travel in Australia, is another company that goes its own way, which it has been doing under the direction of Annie Greig since 1997. It leads a determined existence, doing interesting projects with a variety of Australian choreographers, including Graeme Murphy and Chrissie Parrott in 2010 with the Tasmanian Symphony Orchestra.

Location has important bearing on the way people create dance. In Perth, for instance, it might be something to do with that city’s isolation from the other Australian capitals, or the presence of WAAPA, the Western Australian Academy of Performing Arts, but there seems to be a particularly busy level of dance activity at the grassroots level. There are performances and workshops in studios and the streets, quite apart from conventional venues. But then Perth dance is best remembered by some visitors for the magic of performances in the Quarry and the Sunken Garden, locations that are unequalled by other cities.

Buzz Dance Theatre in Perth celebrated its 25th anniversary in 2010 with its characteristic fusion of hip-hop, jazz and contemporary dance for young people, basing its works on themes that are relevant to them such as the environment and changing urban landscape — with ‘landscapes’ built and destroyed on the stage. Then there is LINK Dance Company, for WAAPA graduate dancers, with its Pina Bausch’s Wuppertaler Tanztheater connections through artistic director Michael Whaites. And there are many more organisations that provide the infrastructure for dance to happen in that city.

Dance from many cultures has a place in Australia, where there have long been traditions of local groups of flamenco and Indian classical dancers, with increasing numbers of performers in Chinese, Japanese and Malaysian styles. Just as there are pure forms of these dances, there are also fusions and fascinating collaborations. Think Anandavalli and Lingalayam, Deanna Blacher and Danza Viva, Padma Menon and Chandrabhanu.

And, of course, there are independent artists and freelance creators by the dozen — people who enrich the dance scene in many distinctive ways. Some are, or have been, artistic directors of companies: Meryl Tankard, Chrissie Parrott, Graeme Murphy, Sue Peacock, Ros Warby, Russell Dumas, Stefan Karlsson, Martin del Amo, Yumi Umiumare, Helen Herbertson and Tony Yap amongst others.

Plus there are some relative newcomer groups like the Pacific Island dance company, Sunameke, Sydney’s DirtyFeet, Brisbane’s Polytoxic and Perth’s Ludwig, all of which deserve attention. And concerted efforts to engage audiences with dance


[image: fig0005]
Tap Dogs (1995) choreographed by Dein Perry


Photograph: Ralf Brinkhoff


in particular communities such as the Western Sydney Dance Action, based at the Riverside Theatres in Parramatta, the Short, Sweet + Dance series that give would-be choreographers a chance, and a focus on senior creative artists with thoughtful projects at the Campbelltown Arts Centre on the fringe of Sydney.1


1 See ‘Together in Isolation: New Moves Across Time and Place’ in this volume, for further discussion of supporting venues and organisations.


The list could go on and on … and we haven’t even considered the terrific commercial dancers that Australia keeps producing, who we get to see in the profusion of musicals that entrepreneurs like to offer us. But there is one group above all others — Dein Perry’s Tap Dogs is Australia’s greatest dance export and still wowing audiences in 2011, 16 years after it was launched at the Sydney Festival. Since then, it has appeared in more than 250 cities on six continents with as many as four companies touring at any one time. Maybe it isn’t only Indigenous dance that can be called truly Australian.

Jill Sykes AM began reviewing dance in London and is dance critic for The Sydney Morning Herald. She has been a freelance arts journalist most of her career, writing about theatre, music and the visual arts as well as dance. She is editor of Look — the membership magazine of the Art Gallery Society of NSW, author of the book Sydney Opera House — From The Outside In and editor of the book on the TV series Wine Lovers’ Guide to Australia, as well as a contributor on dance to specialist publications in Australia and overseas.
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Forging an Identity: Transformation and Synthesis in Twentieth Century Australian Dance

Jordan Beth Vincent and Lee Christofis

This chapter traces the legacies of Central European Expressionism and the Russian Ballet on Australia’s modern, contemporary and ballet choreographers — artists whose work continues to impact viscerally, emotionally and intellectually on dancers and audiences alike. The story of Australian dance is a global one. Tours by international artists during the first half of the 20th century lifted the profile of the genre and raised expectations about the potential of dance to connect emotionally with audiences. These tours defined Australian dance in many ways, not least of which was by providing useful chronological signposts to measure the broad swathes of international influence. Together with a number of immigrating dancers in the 20th century, this community of foreign artists helped to develop the local audience for dance and brought codified dance training styles with the methodology necessary to facilitate and assess such training in Australia. These standards undoubtedly contributed to a professionalisation of dance performance and training today — they are the reason we can confidently claim that dancers in Australia’s major companies are world-class performers and technicians.

Virtually all dance forms in Australia, save Indigenous ones, have been imported. While many choreographers have worked within an Australian thematic frame of reference, most Australian dance has been shaped by external styles and structures. While we acknowledge the desire expressed in many quarters to define an Australian idiomatic dance or archetypal dancer, this seems to be an ultimately futile aspiration. In its synthesis of local tastes, values, national themes and viewpoints, Australian dance is energetically pluralist. Instead, we must consider the host of works that comprise our national dance repertoire as reflections of individual artistry combined with international influences, whether narrative, abstract or embellished by spoken word, projection or other new technologies. Armed with imported techniques and shaped by external influences, Australia’s dancers have explored and ultimately accepted and rejected the dance legacies of the 20th century. If the question of an Australian dance is framed by a legacy of a variety of influences, the answer comes from a matching history of local creativity and achievement.

Expressionism, and the corresponding artistic tenant of expression, is where we begin, since together they helped give birth to Australian dance as we know it. In Melbourne in 1946, Polish dancer Ruth Bergner premiered The Cry, a modern dance solo to the Prelude in A Flat by Shostakovich. The work was Bergner’s vivid, personal response to the political situation in Europe and an expression of the loss of her former life in Poland. Dancing as a ‘creature of war’ with movements inspired by both the Nazis and their victims, The Cry ended with a silent scream that was ‘a cry of the war and of bewilderment’.1 Bergner kept her midriff bare in the work, desiring the expansion and contraction of her visible ribs to reveal the ‘crying’; surviving photos of Bergner in performance capture the sense of pervading fear and devastating loss that she experienced in war-torn Poland.


1 Ruth Bergner, personal interview with the authors, 2008.


Except for those few photos and the memory of the artist herself, The Cry is all but forgotten today. Audiences at performances in Melbourne at the Union Theatre and various Jewish venues were small and by the late 1950s, Bergner had graduated from her Expressionist roots into a fascination with Indian Kathakali dance, particularly the work of touring Indian dancer, Ananda Shivaram, with whom she danced in Australia and abroad. The Cry encapsulated Bergner’s belief in the power of modern dance to reflect the essence of the human condition. It adhered closely to many of the defining tenants of Ausdruckstanz (Central European Expressionism): social consciousness and responsibility, human emotion, totemic struggles between good and evil.

Ausdruckstanz, or Expressionist dance, was a 20th century artistic movement made famous by the work of Rudolf von Laban, Kurt Jooss and Mary Wigman.2 Here three concerns — the potential of the human body in an urban world, a belief in the responsibility of artists as social commentators, and a desire to define post-World War I German identity — combined with political and economic changes to democratise dance. A pervading dissatisfaction with traditional modes of artistic expression and generous artistic patronage by the Weimar Republic contributed to the culture of nationalism in Ausdruckstanz. As a result, the so-called ‘German Dance’ (as it was called in Australia and across the Western world before such associations became politically untenable) reflected the essence and hope of the nation.


2 For more information on the development of Ausdruckstanz in Europe, see Dianne S. Howe, Individuality and Expression: the Aesthetics of the New German Dance, 1908–1936, New York: P. Lang, 1996 and Karl Toepfer, Empire of Ecstasy: Nudity and Movement in German Body Culture, 1910–1935, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997. For its development in Australia, see Jordan Beth Vincent, ‘In Pursuit of a Dancing “Body”: Modernity, Physicality and Identity in Australia, 1919 to 1939’, doctoral dissertation, University of Melbourne, 2010.


Aspects of the visual art movements of Impressionism, Symbolism, Cubism, Dadaism, German Expressionism and the Bauhaus were all absorbed into Ausdruckstanz. Featuring collaborations between dance-makers, designers, librettists, artists and musicians, Ausdruckstanz prompted an ideological shift in the perceptions of the moving body with relation to space, music and culture, and Expressionist dancers achieved a level of legitimacy enjoyed by classical ballet for generations. By casting-off the perceived restrictions of classical ballet — Ausdrucktanz’s self-proclaimed yet silent adversary — artists sought to express ‘intensification of the emotions; manifestations not of the soul, but of the exaltations of the soul’.3 For many individuals, including German Tanztheater founder Kurt Jooss, the intention was never to trade virtuosity for emotional expression, especially as the two have never been mutually exclusive.


3 Gertrud Bodenwieser and Marie Cuckson, The New Dance, Vaucluse, NSW: Rondo Studios, 1970, p. 31.


Expressionist dancers in Australia, including Gertrud Bodenwieser (1890–1959), who took refuge in Australia from Nazi-occupied Vienna in 1939, retained many of the traditions of classical ballet. Much of her repertoire featured costumes, melodic music, narrative structure and traditional stagecraft of classical ballet and she incorporated the ballet barre and recognisable ballet vocabulary in her choreography. In programme notes for a tour of South Africa in 1950, Bodenwieser argued that, although the ‘traditional form of the dance has to burst’ and a ‘new vocabulary has to be created’, it was not necessary to destroy all connections to the past.4 In the same document, she enjoined her readers to remember ‘tradition does not mean just to copy the style of one’s latest predecessors’, but neither was it necessary to reject traditional forms to create new ones. However, the sense of Ausdrucktanz creativity played a key role in Bodenwieser’s work; in the early 1940s she joined Wagga Wagga-born Irene Vera Young to form the Australian Association of the Creative Dance, settling on the term ‘Creative’ because not only did it remove the association with Germany, but it ‘is closer to the origin and the Spirit of it than any other we could think of’.5


4 Gertrud Bodenwieser, ‘Publicity Notes for South Africa Tour of 1950’ in Bodenwieser Archives, National Library of Australia, 1950.

5 Irene Vera Young, ‘The German Dance’, in Literary Manuscripts Concerning the Australian Association of the Creative Dance, Papers of Irene Vera Young, pp. 46–49, Sydney: Manuscript Collection/State Library of New South Wales, 1933.


Whatever individual artists borrowed from codified techniques, the notion of Ausdrukstanz as the new or reborn art was pervasive. Young proclaimed in an article for Manuscripts in May 1933:


Much has been said about the German Dance; much has been written about it. It has been lauded; it has been slandered; but it has never been deemed unimportant. Indeed, all those interested are agreed that this new dance form is of tremendous importance to the dance world. It is not a gentle contribution. It does not unfold itself carefully and kindly before our minds, nourished and tutored in the accepted forms… Rather does it burst upon us with a stupendous positiveness and a trumpet cry: ‘Behold me!’6


6 Ibid.




Young’s words echoed not only the pioneering spirit of Ausdruckstanz but also the belief in the potential of Australia itself. After studying with Ausdruckstanz artists in New York between 1926 and 1932, Young was wholeheartedly taken with ‘German Dance’ in general and Laban’s movement choirs in particular.
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