Kali Chandrasegaram

Reflections on attending Stomping Ground professional development intensive in Australia, January 2010, funded through Akademi / ACE Choreographic Development Scheme.

Part 1

I can clearly say that my discovery and decision to pursue Zen Zen Zo's Stomping Ground is no doubt one the best discovery and decision I have made in my life to date. It is not just a physical theatre training course, it's a life changing experience and I am ever so grateful to the Arts Council and Akademi for making this experience possible.

I have only just discovered Viewpoints technique now in Stomping Ground and I strongly feel that South Asian Classical dancers in the UK need to embrace the Viewpoints to be able to work together as an ensemble. Having formed 326dance, I know that the sole biggest problem we are facing is the connection between the dancers of various different styles.  As individuals we inevitably have completely different energies and backgrounds and I feel this is the perfect technique that can bring dancers together all as whole unit and ensemble. It's all to do with listening to each others' vibrations and feeling each others' energy. 

The first week in Stomping Ground, I was in a group of 29 participants which included dancers of the Zen Zen Zo company, out of the total number of participants for the entire course of 60. I didn't know any of them when I started. We did Viewpoints and Suzuki Actor training.

For the first time, through Viewpoints I have properly understood how to listen and feel the presence of other dancers and how to connect with them without having to physically look at them. I have also learnt how to feel the empty space and embrace it. The Viewpoints are points of awareness that a performer and creator has, while working on stage. They enable the performer to become articulate with the body, space and time. They develop a strong ensemble awareness and train our senses to react to impulses. 
There are 9 Viewpoints - Viewpoints of Space - 1) Spatial Relationships
                                                                 2) Architecture
                                                                 3) Floor Pattern
                                - Viewpoints of the Body - 4) Shape
                                                                     5) Gestures
                                - Viewpoints of Time - 6) Kinaesthetic Response
                                                               7) Repetition
                                                               8) Duration
                                                               9) Tempo

We are constantly reminded of all the viewpoints in the improvisation sessions in the course and it works all the time, as an ensemble we connect. It's just this amazing awareness that we develop, breaking out of our contained self and accepting and listening to everything around us. All the Classical Indian dance styles are focused on the self and individual, it's a vertical line running through our body strengthening our self control and the being. With the Viewpoints it's a horizontal line that spans through the space and time, strengthening our awareness of the environment and being in the now, the present. It's just an amazing focus and you just feel so alive amongst everyone and everything else around you.

In Suzuki Actor training, we concentrated on the breath, energy and centre, just like in our classical technical training. It's just another form of presentation from the Japanese tradition. A lot of stomping, just that the feet is in parallel rather than in turned out position as we do, and the knees are bent and the foot is raised forwards bringing the knees up. Just like our classical forms it's very grounded and focussed, more powerful when we engage our centre with it and work at a constant energy level of 8 to 10 in the scale from 1 - 10, 1 being the lowest energy when we are lying on the ground. The energy is overwhelming when we work at that intensity, it's just amazing.

The first week was just full of energy and fire, was just fantastic! And in 5 days I have become so connected and so close with all the 29 participants and I remembered all of their names, what an achievement for me! So I strongly feel that Viewpoint is a brilliant method to connect and engage individual dancers between each other and the space in a short space of time. Absolutey crutial for every South Asian dancer intending to work in an ensemble and choregraphers intending to work with an ensemble.

In the second week we had a re-shuffle of the groupings and the group I was in had a few new faces. This time we did Viewpoints again (Which was totally different with different people and tutor but still amazing) and Butoh (I must admit that it is taking me time to get into it).

In Viewpoints it was the same basic core principles but this time in a different space and with different people made it completely different! We were expanding and stretching the viewpoints with more freedom and exploring the extent to which we can push the boundaries whilst still maintaining the strong sense of connectedness. Whilst having to constantly remind ourselves of the 9 Viewpoints and expand the territory we've been given was choregraphically challenging. It was abandonment in simplicity since having to listen to everyone else.

In Butoh, the art of striping off and letting go of all inhibitions and stereotypical beliefs and allowing the totally vulnerable body to feel and experience the here and now. It's a sense of surrender and trust. A release without intention. The exercises we did was to develop a feel of being in a situation and experiencing it in entirety and with total commitment (I am only now slowly begining to understand this). We had to slow things down and do movements that moved at 1mm per sec rate which was an endurance training, experiencing the arresting of movement in time, and how to stay energised at that pace. We take everything for granted as we breeze through life a hundred miles per hour and this training brings back within ourself and gives us the opportunity to appreciate detail.

Butoh is a form that celebrates the dark and grotesque, having hailed from the aftermath of the World War II in Japan. The founders of Butoh were searching for a form that would recapture the primitive and ritualistic roots of dance and which could express "pure" emotional states using the body instead of words. As a result, Butoh became a dance of the senses, of anarchic energy, which aims to reveal the unconscious, inner world of the performer, stripped of his/her social mask. The different masks we put on in our everyday life makes us believe that this is the only way. We make and build our own rules to satisfy and be accepted. Breaking those rules and boundaries built up as solid brick walls around us that we think and believe that keeps us safe, is an act of liberation from the in built prison from within! Why am I so closed up to amazing experiences? I am begining to realise that there's nothing sexual, nothing dirty, nothing nauseating about Butoh, it's all a matter of abandonment of self and embracing naturality in the purest intent. As Burlesque, Butoh has the vulnerability of being regarded as distasteful and disgraceful, the similarities are uncanny. There's nudity in both forms but it's not the prime focus of the performer. There's sexual connotations but not intent. The act of revealing and stripping off physically and emotionally. The nude body as a vehicle of expression not indulgence. 

The second week was a sublime experience of discovery and revelation, I am convinced I am on the right path now to create profound works that engage emtionally rather than focussing entirely on the physical, the body and everything with it on it or not, is just a vehicle of expression.

And with that thought I sign off with the four words that is on the back of the Zen Zen Zo company's t-shirt:

 Energy, Imagination, Simplicity, Abandonment!

Part 2
Below is the reflection for the second half of my training in Australia which I wrote last night, hence the ending. Hope you enjoy reading this one as most of you did the first one.
 
Read on...........
 

“To-morrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow, 

creeps in this petty pace from day to day

To the last syllable of recorded time:/

And all our yesterdays have lighted fools

The way to dusty death.* Out, out brief candle./

Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player 

That struts and frets his hour upon the stage

And then is heard no more./ It is a tale

Told by an idiot,* full of sound and fury*

Signifying nothing.

 

Words, elocution, memory, intent, dictation, voice, projection, vocal strength, breathing, throat, chest, diaphragm, punctuations, various breathing positions, energy, centre, animal energy, raw, focus, alert, aware, respond, direct, pause…………..

I hear you ask ‘what has all these got to do with a choreography?’. A lot of dancers, like me are afraid to use our voice on stage. We are confident using our body but not so confident using our voice, so we say ‘leave the voice training for the actor, we’ll just express using our body’. True, the body a wholesome vehicle of expression, but in this day and time the more versatile we are, we stand a better chance. Angika Dance Company started using voice in their choreography and it was amazing to see dancers using voice. Maybe it is the next step in progression of the South Asian dance scene. All these time we’ve left it to the live singers and narrators. What if we dancers ourselves sing and narrate, projecting our voices as how we project our emotions across to the last member of the audience right at the end! 

 

In my development as a choreographer I intend to pursue this further. In Stomping Ground we were made to remember and vocalise Shakespeare’s words above (A Macbeth-soliloquy that in no way reflects my experience, maybe the death of previously felt boredom.....sometimes felt on stage. It's just something we were asked to memorise and speak in the training, I think for it's dramatic quality, we all love a bit of drama!) with full energy, projection and intent. This was the first time I started using my voice.  It was a huge task for me, first of all remembering the words (body memory is much easier) and then to find the confidence to open my mouth and say these words on stage! If you know me well enough, I don’t talk and use my voice enough. It was indeed an eye opener and this has given me the courage to initiate an area of personal development that I believe will enhance my developement as a choreographer in many respects. It is also in par with my interest of cabaret.

 

In the final week of Stomping Ground, we did Contact Improvisation and further training in Viewpoint Technique and Suzuki Method, this time concentrating on using them in performances. We improvised short burst of theatre using the training.

 

I have been interested in Contact Improvisation since I was first exposed to it in university and have used contact work a lot in my choreographies, a strange thing for South Asian classical dancers…. I remember when I was creating Sacred Move and one of the female Bharata Natyam dancers was so uncomfortable being touched by a male dancer! South Asian classical dance forms are mainly solo forms and because the elaborate costume and jewelleries, physical contact between dancers is very limited. 

 

It’s amazing how much more we learn about a certain technique when we revisit the training after a period of time. This time in Contact I learnt how important it is to be close or to be reaching for the floor every time we are being lifted. Obviously I’ve never been lifted before being a huge man, but this time round, the tutor, who is another big man, lifted me and it was amazing! I was ecstatic the first time I was lifted off my feet! Weeee………. 

 

The Contact Improvisation training of course fed into the Viewpoints Technique and we were doing contact in the Viewpoints sessions which was amazing, instant application of practice. 

 

In the Viewpoints sessions we worked on incorporating lighting, which I have a keen interest in and feel it is essential that choreographers understand and have a clear picture of the lighting states whilst developing a choreography. Lighting is so important that is goes hand in hand and I believe should develop organically alongside the choreography. 

 

Another very important thing that was drilled into us in Stomping Ground was to attack a problem rather than going around it. This became apparent in the Viewpoints session when we were made to come up with ideas instantaneously and give straightforward directions to the performers rather than beating about the bushes and standing back and contemplating about the situation. Just do it, just throw yourself into the situation and don’t think about it too much, and most often the initial gut reaction is by far most the best.

 

The final day of Stomping Ground we had to dress up loud and proud for the first session of the day which was the fitness training session and we had to do a parade in our crazy outfits before the session, it was just so much fun!

 

And for the final session of the day we were made to do the Viewpoints and Contact Improvisation for an audience and by this time we were all so in tuned and connected it was just magic! And all in just 3 weeks, just by listening to fellow performers and responding in full commitment, in the moment. Energy, Centre and Breath… a mantra for life.

 

The final week of my stay in Brisbane was for the Masterclass and this was indeed a whole new experience! We were on a self and creative development retreat and boot camp training in the rainforest hills. Deprived of all normal everyday living and connections with mobile phones and laptops, which were taken away. I couldn’t imagine life without my mobile phone and laptop before this week! We were staying in a Scouts Den, in the middle of nowhere, sharing a unisex dormitory and showers. There were 16 of us Masterclass-ers and 5 tutors all staying, training, cooking, creating, cleaning, working together and it was indeed a life changing experience. 

 

Each day started at 7am with a different kind of wake-up call each morning ranging from beating of the saucepan to singing a happy birthday song if there’s a birthday and at 7.30am on the dot it was boot-camp training with a fitness freak of an instructor. For warm-up we had to run 20 laps of 200 meters on the drive way and then at least 3 rounds of circuit training of 20 sit-ups, 20 press-ups, low crawls, plank holds and crunch holds, all on the grass or the car-park. And after that a 20 minute jog down to the waterfall and if we had time we get a treat of swimming in the waterfall, if not we had just had to jog back for another 20 minutes. 

 

Then we had an hour for breakfast and we all had chores to do in this time as well, and mine was to sweep and wash the training room floor with two others, every morning. This was followed by intensive Suzuki Method training. The concentration was on working on high levels of energy, focussing on and initiating movements from the centre and the use of breath to articulate the voice. I have come to discover that the Suzuki method is an endurance training, pushing our limits and breaking boundaries to constantly re-invent our physical abilities and strength. It was so intense that breaking down in tears was inevitable, at one point or another by each and every participant. One day, I think it was the third day when I broke down and I cried loads, not because it was physically demanding (going for Mavin Khoo’s Bharata Natyam classes has toughen me up enough physically and I do have high tolerance for physical strain), it was emotionally engaging at the same time because of the total commitment in the now and the vulnerability of trust and surrender of oneself completely to the moment with open heart and clear mind.

 

This was followed by lunch, which we had to take turns in different groups in making and preparing for everyone, as for dinner as well. And after lunch was self- development coaching sessions and creative sessions. In these sessions in the first 2 days we did different exercises to analyse and question our shortcomings in life and to channel our energy to focus on our aims and objectives in life. And the rest of the 3 days we had to focus on creating a site-specific piece based on the concept of the shadow by Carl Jung. This led to a final performance, in the rain, on the last day for an audience. In the process I discovered that site-specific choreographies are challenging in the respect of the unpredictability of the environment and coupled with the unpredictability and raw pulsating energy of the performers be it in control or in exuberance makes a truly explosive performance! It’s all in the cumulative, highly alert and responsive energies of an ensemble that makes a performance exhilarating. Technique and genres will find ways of cohabitating when the performers begin to listen and respond to others and the environment.

 

Each evening ended with a vow of silence, starting an hour before the lights go out at 10 pm and finishing in the morning with the wake-up call, and then it all begins again with more excitement, I guess we grow into it. The vow of silence was to give us the opportunity and time to reflect on the discoveries we’ve made on ourselves during the day. I must add that the vow of silence each night is definitely a good training to internalise, reflect and plan, just like an hour before taking the stage, I believe that we need to take this time to internalise and focus on oneself, reflect on the training and rehearsal and plan to be in the moment each and every second on stage, and then let ourselves lose in our dreams when we fall asleep.

 

And on that note my bed beckons.
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