And thus the journey begins……………………

Impultanz, International Dance Festival in Vienna a celebration of the city, I say that having seen how a dance festival is embraced by the entire city. Everyone on streets knows about this festival and celebrates it as if it’s a tradition. It was amazing to see how dance can take over a city for four weeks. Billboards, banners, road markings, bicycles, museums, art centres, theatres, outdoor venues and clubs all screaming Impulstanz. It’s in your face, everywhere you go, so if you don’t enjoy dance don’t go to Vienna during these four weeks. In Edinburgh we see theatre in every form and genre, here we just see contemporary choreography and dance. 

Going to Vienna was an eye opener and was the very first thing I spent the Arts Council and Akademi bursary fund on. It was the perfect beginning to my journey in developing as a choreographer. I had a vague idea of what I wanted to develop beforehand but going for this festival and attending the course ‘developing a personal personal practice’ by Chrysa Parkinson and Martin Kilvady helped me put it into perspective. I saw contemporary choreography literally in all shapes and forms whilst attending a course on making sense of my own practice, a perfect start to the phase one of my development as a choreographer – the discovery.

Just dance, was the words of Martin first thing every morning and that was our warm-up, to music I found absolutely annoying! Imagine coming to a class in the morning, sometimes with a hangover, to a warm-up with freedom of movement to music you cannot relate to, I just stood there watching the others doing senseless, meaningless movements to irritating music. Coming from a tradition of having a reason and purpose for every gesticulation, step, nuance, according to or in contrast to amicable music to having to do something totally out of context made me think ‘what on earth am I doing here, wasting my time!’ But I persevered and absorbed everything I could during the five days and I am glad I did. It changed my entire perception of my personal practice from being a rulebook choreographer to an open-minded and chanced developer with a sensorial awareness. 

Having made sense of my personal practice, I embarked on a journey of discovery of making the misunderstood genres coincide with the revered forms of dance. The misunderstood genres being expressions of dance to impress, seduce and titillate, which has been considered as moral degradation by high society. The genres in focus are Burlesque, Cabaret and Female Impersonation. 

Coming from an Asian Classical dance background with training in Bharata Natyam and Odissi, forms that already have a history of Cabaret and Female Impersonation but not emphasized and has been tucked under the carpet since the prevalence female dancers and ‘purity of form’. 

The South Asian Classical dance forms were originally practiced and performed by male dancers impersonating the female form since women were not allowed to be outwardly expressive in those days. This form of expression is called ‘stri vesham’ which means female impersonation. The cabaret style of performance is seen in Indian films where the classical dancers vocalise the intent of their dance, which has been stripped off in present day practice to maintain the self-explanatory nature of dance. South Asian Classical dance forms has not seen the light of Burlesque…. yet!

Being the project co-ordinator for Unlocking Creativity - Kadam International Summer School, I had the privilege to sit in and participate in choreography sessions led by Hari Krishnan, an internationally renowned choreographer and artistic director of InDance Toronto, Canada. Having worked with him previously, as a dancer in his choreography ‘Recipes for Curry’, I think he is the only South Asian Classical choreographer that dares to defy preoccupations of the South Asian Classical forms whilst maintaining it’s trueness. He brought back the ancient and forgotten practice of ‘stri vesham’ and presented it in a contemporary perspective. In phase two, I intend to train under him and develop a sense of artistically presenting the combination of a misunderstood genre and a revered form in a contemporary perspective and pristine sophistication. This would be a huge feather in my choreographer’s hat.

A weekend away in Edinburgh for the fringe festival was my second venture with the bursary. I watched burlesque performances as it was performed as a form by itself and being fused with other forms of dance like the Brazilian Samba and Butoh. I must say I was more interested in the fusion. 

I discovered a company called Zen Zen Zo from Australia, by chance and sometimes meetings by chance can prove to be more exciting and true enough it was. The company fused Burlesque and Butoh, the word that comes to mind when I think of describing it is ‘shocking’, yes they shocked the audience with internal and intense expressions from the gut with the vulnerability of being almost nude. There was no hiding behind any clothes apart from a layer of white powder and a tunic. There was no holding back on expressing pure and raw energy using amazing physical, vocal and emotional responses. It was brilliant! One of the most engaging and mesmerising performances I’ve seen in ages. It was so gripping that I was at the edge of my seat waiting and wanting to see how much they can push the threshold of being in the face yet maintaining the quality and high standard of sophistication. And to me they brought the perfect balance of coinciding the misunderstood genre and the revered form. And in the phase two of my choreographic development with the bursary I hope to train and learn the art of fusing the polar extremes with Zen Zen Zo in Brisbane, Australia.

In phase one I have been indulging in watching performances related to my practice. It’s not just watching but watching with intent and detail observation on technicality, choreography and presentation. The performances, ranging from circus cabaret, physical theatre, loads of burlesque shows, South Asian classical and contemporary dance. I have also attended the Choreoforum and it was good to hear from renowned choreographers in the country and the presentation from some of the Rayne fellows, on their secondments, was an eye opener to my thinking in being creative to make a difference……….. it’s in the bag.

A choreographer in the making signing off as I cross over to the phase two of my development – the training – it’s gonna be an exciting journey, so watch the space.
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