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AUSTR

NEW MEDIA ARTS FUND

International Residencies
BANFF CENTRE FOR THE ARTS
1 March 1999

The New Media Arts Fund of the Australia Council, in collaboration with Banff Centre for
the Arts in Canada has developed the opportunity for artists to participate in a short term
residency through the Visual Arts and Media Thematic Residency Program at Banfl.

Banff Centre for the Arts in Alberta, Canada is an organisation dedicated to lifelong
leaming and professional career development in the arts, advocating interaction and
stimulation for artists in a unique, multidisciplinary environment

The first residency will take place from 4 October 1999, The successful applicant will be
involved in a program over 10 weeks with up to 30 artists from around the world

The deadline for applications is COB Monday 1 March 1999. A short list of applications
made to the New Media Arts Fund will be forwarded for final selection to the Banff Centre
for the Ans.

For guidelines and application forms please contact Geoffrey Taylor, Program Officer, New
Media Arts Fund, on phone (02) 9950 9132, fax (02) 9950 9111, email g taylor@ozco.gov.au

Art and Industry Placements
CSIRO RESIDENCY
1 March 1999

The New Media Arts Fund of the Australia Council, in collaboration with CSIRO, has
established an artist-in-residency program with CSIRO Mathematical and Information
Sciences. The Division is actively promoting the collaboration and convergence of science
and the arts including information technology, communications, film and design.

We are seeking expressions of interest from practising professional artists in all artforms.
Priority will be given to artists who can demonstrate that their practice will be of benefit to
the host organisation and that the placement will provide timely development for their career,
The placement may be based in Canberra, Sydney or Melbourne and CSIRO, through the
Fund, will provide a stipend of $35,000 per annum. Expressions of interest are to be
submitted for projects which should be able to commence on | June 1966,

The deadline for applications is COB Monday | March 1999,

For guidelines and application forms please contact Geoffrey Taylor, Program Officer, New
Media Arts Fund, on phone (02) 8950 9132, fax (02) 9950 9111, email g taylor@ozco.gov.au

AUSTRALIA COUNCIL

PO Box 788

Strawberry Hills NSW 2012
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Letter

Dear Editors

It was good that Diane Klaosen assessed, in the
August/September issue of Rea/Time, the forum that was
heid in the Republic Bar & Cafe in June of this year on the
artistic future of Tasmania. She concluded her estimate of
the value of such a meeting by asking where are the
working parties and follow-up meetings that ought to have
eventuated. The answer is that the desire for such
meetings has been expressed to me. Follow up activities
will be held later this year especially with the aim of forcing
the political parties to take the arts in Tasmania more
seriously, to appropriately recognise the contribution they
are making to the Tasmanian economy. But activity for the
sake of activity is ludicrous. Each step that is taken has to
be thought through

To work constructively for the future requires lots of
patience and energy. In writing of politics, that great
sociologist, Max Weber, wrote of the slow boring march of
democracy. To turn Tasmania’ s economic demise around,
to reinvigorate the city of Hobart and the state of Tasmania
will take considerable effort. The forum was a step in such
a campaign. Other events and meetings will take place as
part of this program.

The forum had some very constructive results. it meant
that the idea of the establishment of a Museum of Modem
Art in Hobart was raised in a public space away from the
art school and with people supporting such a museum
who are not employed by the art school. Prior to this the
idea had been raised by the art critic and member of the
teaching staff of the Hunter Street campus of the
Tasmanian School of Art, Peter Hill, in the Spring 1993
issue of C.A.S.T. News, the magazine of Contemporary Art
Services Tasmania, a magazine that unfortunately is no
longer in existence, and in a page length article in the
Mercury in March 1997. A public meeting regarding such
a museum had been held at Hunter Street on 20 April
1998. People attending this meeting included the leader of
the Greens Party in Tasmania, Christine Milne, John
White, the Australian Labor Party spokesman for arts and
tourism, and Pat Sabine, the director of the Tasmanian
Museum and Art Gallery.

The forum at the Republic resulted in radio, television and
newspaper coverage of the event and public statements

were made following it by members of the committee
(which includes Bob Jenyns, senior lecturer in sculpture
at the Tasmanian School of Art, the artist Greg Hind, and
the accountant lan Ross, who represents a number of
artists in Tasmania) that has been formed to work towards
the establishment of a Museum of Contemporary Art in
Tasmania. The desire by this committee to establish such
a museum in Hobart resulted in significant action by both
the Lord Mayor, Dr John Freeman, and the director of the
Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery, Pat Sabine, who have
submitted an application, under Federation funding, to
extend the Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery.

Such action is badly needed. The Tasmanian Museum and
Art Gallery has stagnated for a considerable period of time
despite strong criticism it has received for this inaction. At
a meeting on September 20 1990 of what was described
as the New Art Gallery for Tasmania Interim Subscriber
Group John Freeman said that a brief for an art gallery
“should get under way as soon as possible.” Despite
being a capital city Hobart still does not have a State Art
Gallery, even if a statute has already created one, with the
arrangement that exists now a subsidiary of the
Tasmanian Museum and Art Gallery.

Klaosen asked, in her article, why the Franklins were
mentioned in connection with the forum at the Republic.
For a period, during the time they spent in Van Diemen’s
Land, there was a major flourishing of culture. Lady Jane
Franklin had a vision of Hobart as a polis, a city of cultural
achievement and learning, constructing her temple called
Ancanthe near Hobart. In 1845 the first art exhibition was
held. Thomas Bock and Benjamin Duterrau assisted in the
formation of a local school of professional painters.
Louisa Anne Meredith was impressed that “landscape and
water colour fever was raging with extraordinary
vehemence. ..in Hobart.” (Peter Bolger, Hobart Town, ANU
Press, Canberra, 1973). A city that had not yet reached a
population of 25,000 offered “cosmopolitan learning and
company.” (Bolger)

Properly focused, much can be achieved in the arts in
Tasmania. Hobart in particular is the right size for a city.
If enough people of good will can be brought together
to work constructively and critically, there could be a
real flourishing in the arts in Tasmania. The time could
well be ripe.

Michael Denholm
Hobart
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Editorial

Performing the Unnameable

RealTime 28 celebrates a major event in arts
publishing: the first collection of Australian
performance texts. Edited by Karen Pearlman
and Richard James Allen and published by
Currency Press in association with RealTime,
the provocatively titled Performing the
Unnameable pays homage to some 2 decades of
significant and innovative engagements between
performers and the idea of theatre that have
yielded an open-ended form often simply called
performance. These works radically juxtapose a
range of media, they evolve collaboratively,
incorporate audiences into performances and, if
they use language, test the limits of the word.
The latter is what Performing the Unnameable
is all about, writing for performance, though it
acknowledges in the very layout of the book
that text too is an open-ended term, that a
number of languages operate in a performance,
visual, musical, physical etc. There’s some
exquisite writing in Performing the
Unnameable. Because it hasn’t had to obey the
dictum of art that requires the burying of theme
in plot, characters etc, performance and its texts
have managed to range from the brutally direct
(what we are doing is what it’s about, it’s
unfolding in real time, it's not a fiction) to the
poetry of reverie with a singular freedom and
without the constraints of requiring immediate
intelligibility. Performing the Unnameable is a
rich repository of the ways that performance
texts work: through sets of directions, intense
poetry, cut-up, the reproduction of verbatim
voices, choral delivery, voice and action out of
kilter, repetition and variation, multilingual
interplay, and borrowing from other
performance modes—the lecture, stand up
comedy and the rhythms of everyday
conversation. Then there’s the subject matter,
the frankest you're likely to encounter in the
Australian performing arts, rich in everything
from the erotic to the domestic to the overtly
political and the surreally cosmic. It’s a rich,
accessible read with images from the works,
artists’ note and background information.
Performing the Unnameable is a tribute to
performance companies and artists, to those
who wrote the texts (often the performers,
directors and other collaborators) and to a form
that opened out the range of what is possible in
theatres, galleries, studios, public places and in
the new media, venturing into the
unnameable...and refusing to name it.

Fill in the form on this page and order a
copy of Performing the Unnameable at a 20%
discount available only to RealTime readers.
Or, if you're quick, be one of the first 10 new
subscribers for 1999 to receive a free copy of
Performing the Unnameable along with a 20%
subscription discount. Fill out the subscription
form on page 22 and mail/fax it to us asap. Or
wait until Performing the Unnameable is in the
shops after January 16 and invest in a piece of
current Australian culture.
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Arts Mayhem

First there’s the WA ruckus over Arts
Minister Peter Foss’ attempted imperial takeover
of *his’ domain (we know ‘arm’s length is
shortening but this is ridiculous) by proposing
to appoint a director-general of the arts ministry
who would assume much of the authority
currently held by the chief executives and board
members of arts companies. Then, speaking of
empires, there’s the astonishing news that the
Australian Dance Theatre Board has invited
Ross Stretton, Artistic Director of the Australian
Ballet, to set up the next version of the ADT
and, though this was vaguer, to consider a
merger with the ‘financially troubled WA Ballet.’
What are they thinking in SA? What exactly do
they think that ballet and contemporary dance
really have in common? Arts Minister Di
Laidlaw’s announcement of the Stretton
engagement turned out to be a tad preliminary,
the AB Board haven't yet decided if they'd like
Stretton to take up this interesting little
diversion across borders. We wait. Even darker
clouds gather with the more than rumoured,
impending federal government review of major
arts organisations, the opera, the ballet, the
galleries and the Australia Council's Major
Organisations Fund flock. In its current mood,
offering the income from the GST to seduce the
states into independence in matters of health
and education, what little more might it take,
like devolution of Australia Council funds, for
the government to make the states think
seriously about looking after their major
organisations themselves? And what happens
then to the clients of the Funds, the small arts
organisations and companies and individual
arusts? Do you keep the Australia Council open
for them? This is an over the top, worst-case-
scenario rumour doing the rounds and is
doubtless being spread by left-wing Labor arts
types not wanting us to get too relaxed and
comfortable over Christmas. Isn't it?

And the good news...?

Company B Belvoir Street’s Artistic Director
Neil Armfield got stuck into the Prime Minister
in no uncertain terms in the annual Philip
Parsons Memorial Lecture for abandoning bi-
partisan support for the arts and not providing
the moral leadership the nation needs. Federal
Minister for the Arts, Peter McGuaran,
launched The Australia Council ‘s fuel4arts
website (wwww.fueldarts.com) for artists to
glean inspiration for arts marketing. In
Melbourne on November 27, McGuaran
launched a video featuring “a range of
prominent Australians from all walks of life”
promoting the arts, including Ernie Dingo, John
laws, Lisa McCune, Max Walker and David
Campese. Get merry. We look forward to
reporting on the innovative arts across Australia
throughout 1999 and celebrating 5 years of
publication with our April-May edition.
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Words beyond words

An interview with Richard James Allen and Karen Pearlman, editors of Performing the

Unnameable, the first collection of Australian performance texts

The 7 Stages of Grieving was recently knocked
back at a playwriting competition. One reason
offered up informally was that it was not a play
text but more an artefact of performance; not
about meaning through the text as it was on
the page but a thing awarded greater and
significant meaning when experienced in
performance. This was seen as not the realm of
a playwriting competition and the award was
offered up to a text more fitting the definition
of a play. On bearing this explanantion, 1
quietly celebrated our loss and our gain.

Wesley Enoch, Artist’s Statement,

Performing the Unnameable

January 16, 1999 will be a significant day for
performance in this country. It will see the
launch of the first ever collection of Australian
performance texts—scripts, scores, performance
strategies, documentation, artists’ statements,
manifestos. Rightly regarded as a difficult form
to document, the editors, Richard James Allen
and Karen Pearlman, have wisely focussed on
the performance text in its various
manifestations—as poem, aphorism, directions,
monologue, dialogue with other media,
adaptation and deconstruction. It’s a relatively
large format book which allows for the proper
layout of the texts which sometimes do look
like scores suggesting performance strategies.
Pearlman and Allen have worked at this
collection for some 5 years, an intensive labour
of love with a skerrick of financial reward. In
the same period they have worked with 2
dance companies and had 2 children.

The introduction to Performing the
Unnameable vividly describes the process of
research and detective work and the
emerging criteria of selection in putting the
collection together, a truly enormous task
given the volume of performance works over
the last 20 years. While not a history and
focussing primarily on the relationship of
text to performance, Performing the
Unnameable is nonetheless a first major step
in acknowledging Australian innovation in
performance as part of our recent cultural
history. The artists and companies
documented in the collection are well-
travelled nationally and internationally. Their
work criss-crosses the boundaries between
dance, music theatre, physical theatre,
community theatre, film, sound and music
vielding significant hybrids in which writing
may not play the major role but a more
significant one than many of us would have
thought given performance’s love affair with
the body and image. The collection includes
work by Richard Murphet, Josephine Wilson
and Erin Hefferon, the Ex-Stasis Theatre
Collective, The Sydney Front, Kinetic Energy,
Entr’acte, Open City, Margaret Cameron,
Lyndal Jones, the All Out Ensemble, Legs on
the Wall, Jenny Kemp, Kooemba Jdarra,
Tasdance/That Was Fast, The Party Line and
Sidetrack Performance Group. Richard and
Karen are to be congratulated on their
commitment to the field, for their
determination in seeking out scripts and
persuading artists to participate and to reflect
on their intentions. Congratulations to
Currency Press (with gratitude to the late
Sandra Gorman) for their adventurousness in
publishing this most open-ended form.
RealTime is proud to be associated with
Currency Press and the editors in this
benchmark venture.

RT  Why this book, in terms of the field and
your personal interests?

RA  The field and the personal are mixed up
in this because | had been publishing in poetry
books the texts which we used as performance
texts in our work. I looked around and thought
there’s a lot of exciting work going on in
performance in Australia, and it’s not being
recognised, it’s not being offered the solidity
that publication gives and not being given a

chance to work as literature on the page. I'd
been in touch with Currency Press in the early
90s about publishing some stuff. They always
thought it was way too weird. So at one point |
said to them, look it’s not just me. I am not
alone. And that appealed to Sandra Gorman at
Currency.

KP  The idea of performance as a platform
for new kinds of writing became a sort of thesis
of the book.

RT A film script is not as interesting to read
as seeing the film. It’s even more so with, say,
an opera libretto. Play scripts can read quite
well but a lot of people find them difficult.
What is it about performance writing that
makes it interesting or possibly a literature that
can stand on its own?

KP It doesnt sit on the page the way a play
or film script might. It tends to float. Each text
has its own body and shape and that makes for
more interesting reading. It takes on its own life
rather than being a blueprint like a film script.

RA  All the works in Performing the
Unnameable are different in form. So the
architecture of the work on the page is
individual and exciting. Then there’s the writing
which is so different from what you get in film
scripts or plays which are often heavily based
on narrative, character, psychology...

KP  There’s also the relationship of words to
other media that are used in a performance and
how that can be expressed on the page. If you
read, for example, the text for Legs on the
Wall’s All of Me, you find descriptions of
physical action—very spare and quite eloquent.
Then there are Mary Morris’ little poetic texts
almost floating within those descriptions. If you
look at Jenny Kemp’s Call of the Wild you have
quite dense poetic writing. Richard Murphet in
Quick Death expresses the form of the work in
the form of the writing—three columns running
down the page with a cross-referencing of
action, intention and spoken word.

RA Kooemba Jdarra’s The 7 Stages of
Grieving, about Indigenous loss, is very moving
and thoughtful; Sidetrack’s Nobody’s Daughter,
a kind of metaphysical thriller, is very funny,
quite spiky; All Out Ensemble’s Situation
Normal...Cut Up is in-your-face political
polemic. Each has a different density and
quality. We asked each contributor to introduce
their text with an artistic statement which gives
you a sense of how the text worked in relation
to other equally important aspects of the
performance—like movement, projections,
design, music and sound. You get a strong
sense of how the performance worked. When
you then read the text you are playing, you
have a performance going on in your mind. It
becomes a creative act for the reader.

KP  One of our objectives is to open up
space. You find that people who identify
themselves as interested in literature may never
have seen something called “performance”; but
if we can identify this as a form of literature it
creates a possibility for them to have a look at
it and maybe have a look ar performance.
Certainly people who are already interested in,
studying or teaching it will get a lot out of the
collection.

RT  Although not chronological, and
primarily about writing in performance, the
collection does invaluably span performance
history in Australia from the early 80s, with All
Out Ensemble’s Situation Normal, right up to
recent work like Josephine Wilson and Erin
Hefferon’s The Geography of Haunted Places.

RA  There’s no point in people looking, it as
a history book. They’ll be disappointed. It’s
more a series of moments and inspirations
across the field as opposed to a narrative. Also

we were trying to work
with the medium of the
book. This is a book and
this collection is a
performance of its own,
an artwork of its own.
That leaves room for
someone else to
concentrate on another
aspect of the work, and
on many works that
don’t involve writing, in
another form like a CD-ROM or a book of
photographs.

RT  The title is intriguing, “Performing the
Unnameable”. When we talk about music or
the visual arts or physical performance we
often say they're transcendent because they
express things that words can’t express. This
must come as a shock to poets and others who
believe that language can be just as
transcendent as anything else and for whom the
body can be as tyrannical as language. What is
this unnameable that these artists are
performing?

RA At the end of The Divine Comedy Dante
reaches the point where he sees God and he
says this is the point where he can no longer
describe...and God is what you can no longer
describe. So there’s a point of ineffability at the
moment between where the text and the other
media relate in performance. The ineffable is
the space outside the text and outside the other
medium when they connect.

KP  The title lightly makes reference to the
unmentionable which might be a source of a lot
of inspiration for performance—tackling
themes, forms, structures that are not regarded
as mentionable in polite society.

RT  One strand that's particularly striking is
female sexuality, in the works by Jenny Kemp,
Margaret Cameron, Lyndal Jones and others. |
can't think of any equivalent in conventional
Australian theatre or dance.

KP  When you name something, you limit it.
Plenty of people will say this is a play and that
is not a play, because they know the rules,
whereas what we’ve collected is a set of
performance scripts. But that doesn’t mean that
something else isn’t or might not have been
included if we had unlimited space. In the
introduction we have listed some of the
attributes of these particular texts in
performance but there could be many other
attributes. We've named it unnameable in order
to say that although we are publishing them we
are not establishing a canon, we are not
creating the agenda, we are not setting the
limits by naming them.

RA Performance is an open form and |
guess while we've selected from the first 20
or so years of this work in Australia, we're
not saying “that was the metaphysical
period™ or “see that was the beginning and
that’s over now.” Rather we’re saying this is
really exciting work which deserves a space.
We’re trying to open a space for the future.
I was listening to David Malouf’s Boyer
Lectures on the radio and thinking about
Australian work and what’s interesting
about it. We take so many things from
different places and purt them together in
bizarre new mixes without rules and create
strange hybrid flowers. The traditions that
are interesting in Australia to me are the
ones like circus where we're reinventing the
traditions and making something fresh. The
traditions that are less interesting but have
most of the money and the power are the
ones where we are doing credible imitations
of inherited forms. So we want to say, hold
on, we have another tradition and it’s more
vibrant and exciting than the ones that re-
establish themselves more easily through a

Karen Peariman & Richard James Allen

Heidrun Lohr

chain of funding and power. Performance is
a more unsettled tradition. And maybe this
is at the centre of the continual debate
about Australian identity. We're always
trying to name our identity but I think that
possibly what’s interesting about our
identity is that it’s unnameable. Every day in
Australia we are performing the
unnameable. We're inventing ourselves and
it'’s a continually evolving character and
nature that we have here. That’s what’s
interesting about living here.

RT  There's some powerful cross-cultural
experiences to be bad in reading Performing
the Unnameable whether it’s in Lyndal Jones
comparing Anglo and Mediterranean sexual
passions in Spitfire 1,2,3, or Doppio Teatro
with its Greek and Italian accounts of
immigrant culture, or The 7 Stages of
Grieving. When 7 Stages... was at the
London International Festival of Theatre in
1997, we spoke to director and co-writer
Wesley Enoch about it as a performance
work. Many of its attributes are true to
performance’s preoccupations—real tears,
real fire, real earth, the set as installation, the
interplay of biography and fiction. He said,
it’s just theatre. But it’s interesting when
Wesley writes about the work in his
introduction to the excerpts in your book, he
says that the performative power of the work
comes from Murri tradition, where forms of
expression are mixed together as a matter of
course. So for him, that show is an extension
of his culture, only incidentally parallelling
postmodern performance.

RA I remember when I first saw The 7
Stages of Grieving | was beaming with
excitement. It was the first piece I've seen
that crossed the great divide, the idea that we
can never mix the ancient Indigenous culture
and the contemporary. In The 7 Stages of
Grieving, those sensibilities connect. That's
why it’s such an important work. 7 Stages...
means that there’s a possible connection
between our unnameable present and our
unnameable deep past and it binds the circle
of an evolving, dynamic identity for us here.

Richard James Allen and Karen Pearlman have
been acclaimed for the text and dance-driven
performance and film/video works
collaboratively created and presented across the
US, UK, Europe and Australia since 1985.
They are co-artistic directors of their oun
company, That Was Fast, and formerly of
Tasdance in Launceston. Richard has published
8 books as a poet and performance writer;
Karen is an arts essayists and journalist for
publications including RealTime, Performance
Research and Independent Filmmaker, and a
volume of essays on dance, New Life on the
2nd Floor. They are currently developing the
Physical TV project with ABC Television.

Richard James Allen and Karen Pearlman eds,
Performing the Unnameable, Currency Press in
association with RealTime, Sydney, 1999

Performing the Unnameable will be launched
Saurday January 16 6pm as part of At the
Brink, the Third National Performance
Conference, Sydney Festival, The Wharf,
January 15 - 17 1999.
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Reaching the limits

RealTime writers at the Melbourne
International Festival of the Arts found much to
enjoy in a feast of performances and exhibitions.
We present their responses to a selection of works.
Elizabeth Drake is impressed by the festival’s
continuing celebration of Percy Grainger and by
Domenico de Clario’s performance with piano
and famuly at Remanence, the visual arts
exhibition which Rachel Kent found expertly
curated and movingly effective in its Court and
Watchhouse setting. Philipa Rothfield is struck by
dance companies with a preoccupation with
limits, yielding pleasures and possibilities but
revealing just as many limitations of form and
vision. Zsuzsanna Soboslay Moore finds Ballet
Preljocaj’s Romeo et Juliette falls short of
Shakespeare but she is liberated by the Elision
ensemble concerts. Suzanne Spunner is impressed
by Arena Theatre’s Panacea even if concerned
about the reach of its vision on the subject of
drugs. Contrary to those who found Wesley
Enoch’s production of Stolen (Playbox) a moving
experience and innovative production, Spunner
finds the work well produced but under-
developed, in need of a firmer writer’s hand, the
kind of strength she saw in Leah Purcell’s Box the
Pony. Richard Murphet also enjoyed particular
works but was less certain of the overall picture
and worries at the festival’s capacity to produce a
great program on an annual basis: not an isolated
example in a country awash with arts festivals.
Read on.

(IN) THE PRESENCE OF GHOSTS

Electric-Eye, a 60th anniversary celebration of
sonic and visual experiments in the spirit of Percy
Grainger, Percy Grainger Museum, October 18;
Rachmaninoff All-night Vigil Op. 37 (Vespers),
Melbourne Chorale Symphonic Choir, conductor
Simon Halsey, mezzo-soprano Sally-Anne Russell,
tenor Michael Terry, saxophones Tim O’Dwyer,
percussion Peter Neville, St Patrick’s Cathedral,
October 23; Remanence, exhibition of
installation and performance works, the former
Magistrates’ Court and City Watch House,
Melbourne Festival, October 17 - November 1

The strange insect-like contraption, the
Electric-Eye Tone-Tool, invented and built by
Percy Grainger the year before he died, stands
beside the theremins in the museum dedicated to
his memory and vision. To make it sound, you
beam light through photo-cells via graphs drawn
on a revolving plastic sheet. Percy Grainger had a
vision of ‘free music’ which went beyond the
possibilities of the technology of his time. His was
an other-worldly vision. A free spirit dreaming of
free music. Haunted by the sound of the wind in
the rigging of his yacht on Albert Park lake.

The theremin, invented in 1919 by the Russian
inventor Leon Theremin, came closest to
Grainger’s idea of an instrument that could
produce his free music—the early theremin
resembling something in-between a writing desk
and a radio, the modern theremin a thin black
box. Grainger wrote 3 sophisticated compositions
for multi-theremins. Free Music 1 for Four
Therenuns, Free Music 2 for Six Theremins and
Beatless Music for Six Theremins. The graph-
paper score, a colour coded series of waving lines,
has been reconstructed and redrawn by Ros
Bandt, drawing on her experience of transcribing
early music manuscripts.

Jon Drummond stands on the roof of the Percy
Grainger Museum at night, playing the theremin.
Like a ghost. Hands weaving (waving) in the air
around the silver attachments that generate the
electro-magnetic fields controlling pitch and
volume. Like a magician, standing in front of his
black box, performing magic in the air.

It is a strange night, windy and cold. “You
wake into the Melbourne of the night...", poet
Pamela Brown wrote. We are in the open. Pale
faces, overcoats. Hovering in the sky hang 2
white helium balloons, separate at first then
joined by 3 ghostly sheets hanging like washing
on the line. They drift about in the wind and

Jon Drummond, The Percy Grainger Museum

change colour, as lights are beamed up from the
courtyard below.

While the taped music is playing, the
theremin sheet music is flapping in the wind.
Somehow it remains attached to the music stand.
There is no-one there. The white music flapping
in the wind makes it really spooky. Pages turning
in the wind. Tonight he is there, in spirit,
hovering over the proceedings.

I didn’t really think he was there but back in
1967 she (Ella) did really think he was there. In
1967 1 had the privilege of performing a piano
recital at the Grainger Museum in the presence of
Ella Grainger. After the concert she insisted on
being locked inside the museum for the whole
night in order to “commune” with him, she said.
An all-night vigil.

Now in 1998, we hear 20 commissioned
electro-acoustic works, using technology he could
only have dreamed of, composed in the spirit of
his free music. We hear gliding tones, beatless
music. The most real presence is that of he who is
most assuredly absent. His continued presence
assured by the myriad signifiers floating through
the space, repeated in the music.

The Rachmaninoff All-Night Vigil (Vespers)
was performed to a packed audience at St
Patrick’s Cathedral, by the Melbourne Cjorale
with guest conductor, Simon Halsey. Though set
in the cathedral, it was not the Rachmaninoff
which drew me to contemplate the idea of
religiosity and mysticism in music. This music did
not invoke the gods, the presence of god (for me).
Neither a Catholic nor a Russian Orthodox god.
This music was of this world, life-affirming,
strangely unmoving. Though much of the music is
based on plainchant, sacred chant, this is a concert
work, an (almost) secular work.

Rather the interludes performed by Peter
Neville and Tim O’Dwyer seem more to suggest
the presence of (a) god. With their
improvisations, they reintroduce the liturgical
elements (loosely), as they appear in the Russian
Orthodox service. The invocation to prayer. The
Russian bells performed on bell-plates of metal,
brake drums, circular saw blades, and traditional
gongs and tam-tams. The invisible performer
playing for 15 minutes before the choir enters.
The saxophone player perched like an angel on
the balcony at the back of the cathedral, playing
from vertiginous heights.

The Rachmaninoff is named an all-night vigil,
and | was prepared for just that. So | was
surprised to be spilling out of the cathedral at
about 1am, just 2 hours after the performance had
begun. The all-night vigil belongs to the Russian
Orthodox service. The Rachmaninoff music itself
takes just 1 hour. It was not an all-night vigil
though the mezzo-soprano did need her coat. It
seemed a long wait for her, for her curtain call.

Ponch Hawkes

The former Magistrate’s Court was the setting
for Remanence, a complex visual art installation
and performance exhibition, the work of 14
internationally renowned artists. Coming off the
street into the main building of the former
Magistrate’s Court | follow the passage ways
inside the building, inside the body. A series of
internal passages. Cells. Once inside it’s hard to
imagine the city outside.

I enter the inner sanctum of Courtroom 1,
where Domenico de Clario is seated blindfolded at
a 9 foot concert grand piano, surrounded by his
family. Or rather 4 empty chairs allocated to his
mother, father, sister and himself. Later they will
come in, and sit blindfolded in their chairs. Their
talk will replace the sound of the piano. They will
talk in their own dialect. The court will become a
place of origins, of generations.

The sound of the piano transforms this court
into an intimate space. The tensions of the court
transformed by the presence of the piano. I am
being played to, alone in the space with the
figure playing the piano. It is like being read to.
A kind of intimacy, unlikely in this setting.
Unlikely too for a family to be seated here like
this, talking in their own intimate language. A
private conversation.

The music is intuitive, modal, direct. There is
an almost uncanny quiet. It is the music which
suggests a silence. | become aware of a strange
thumping. It is probably the sound of the pedal,
small sounds made huge by the stillness in the
room. An intrusion. A material response to this
terrible confining.

I remember the death of the Aboriginal boy, in
an adjacent cell, spoken about by Rea in her work
My bIAK (h)Art, where there are candles lit to his

(and others’) memory, transformed into an all-
night vigil. We hear a cacophony of voices from
within the silence. “A silence turned inside out.”
(Walter Benjamin).

Elizabeth Drake

THE LIMITS OF LIMITS

Streb, October 15 - 19; Trompe I'Oeil,
Nederlands Dans Theater Ill, October 23 - 25;
Romeo et Juliette, Ballet Preljocaj, October 19 -
November 1, all at State Theatre; Fleshmeet,
Chunky Move, Malthouse, October 21 - 31;Trial
by Video, Company in Space, former Melbourne
Magistrates Court, October 22 - 31

Why is it that so many dance works in this
year’s Melbourne Festival concerned themselves
with limits? Streb played with the limits of a body
in space, Nederlands Dans Theater Il stretched the
age limit of the dancing body, Ballet Preljocaj
represented the limits of the totalitarian state,
Chunky Move toyed with the limits of a physical
body, and Company in Space explored the limits of
the flesh/video interface. There is no intrinsic merit
to be found in exploring a limit for its own sake.
Try bashing your head against a brick wall (QED).
No, the exploration of limits must offer something
more, some insights regarding its approach.

I think that Streb’s performance aspires to
greater limits than it goes anywhere near
achieving. In a circus-like stream of acrobatic
body slams, wall flings, and mattress thumps, 10
or so lycra-wrapped bodies yelled commands,
syncopated near-misses, hurled themselves against
surfaces and, in the ultimate drama, dived through
a sheet of plate glass. In her company manifesto,
Elizabeth Streb writes that “Streb isolates the basic
principles of time, space and human movement
potential™ (program notes). Yet the works
themselves very quickly coalesced around self-
imposed limitations. The speed of the movement
was homogeneous, the tension consistent,
beginnings and endings arbitrary. Even though we
were “introduced” to each dancer by name, age
and weight (racetrack data), it was very hard to
differentiate their movement qualities. Little
challenge was meted out to our conventional sense
of a body in space and time. Two pieces call for
recognition: Little Ease (1985) consisted of a
coffin sized box, requiring the dancer to occupy its
numerous denominations (this was Elizabeth
Streb’s signature solo). It reminded me of
Nietzsche’s remark about our dancing in chains,
the point being that strict limitations can be
productive. The other piece, Up (1995), really did
live up to the artistic hopes of its creator. Working
on a trampoline, members of the company
bounced and caught themselves on high ceiling
bars, launched themselves from side platforms and
returned to the platforms horizontally, bounced
onto the ubiquitous floor mats, and ducked and
wove through each other. The timing was
magnificent and the sense of up definitely and
delightfully achieved.

The appeal of Nederlands Dans Theater 11l
was the age factor: all dancers over 40 and, in
one case, 62. Their wit, sense of time and precise
interactions gave great pleasure. What was less
pleasurable was the superficiality of the works.
The brilliance of the vignettes in Trompe I'Oeil

Festival

Australia’s biennial
contemporary arts festival

Next Wave Festival invites Victorian-based
artists to participate in a performance
development program. Financial assistance
of up to $6,000 per project is available.
The development program will support
projects that contemplate a relationship
between young people and City space.

In April 1999, participants will be expected
to partake in a showcase presentation of
work-in-progress, with a view to work being
further developed for presentation in the 2000

dedicated to the work of
young and emerging artists

festival. In the first instance, artists should
obtain a curatorial brief, application form
and guidelines from Next Wave Festival
PHONE 03) 9417 7544 Fax 03) 9417 7481
EMAIL nextwave(@peg.apc.org
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was tantalising but I refuse to believe that the
plethora of sketches was a virtue and nor a vice.
Compass had a metal ball orbit the stage in a
circular motion. Sadly, the movement of the ball
was more interesting than the dancing within its
circuit. A Way A Lone rescued the night
somewhat. A video screen occupied half the
stage, re-presenting the live movement but
staggered in time and distorted in terms of speed.
This work was dedicated “to somebody no
longer here.” The question of death inevitably
dogs a company of aging dancers. I'm not sure
whether the attraction of Nederlands Dans
Theater 111 is that they seem to defy mortality or
approach it with grace.

Ballet Preljoca)’s Romeo et Juliette offered much
more straightforward limirs, the transgression of
which threatened disaster, and ulumately produced
the famed tragedy of bungled messages and
crushed love. Yet however straightforward
totalitarian rule may be, its evocation cannot avoid
eliciting fear and discomfort. Although not
everyone experienced this work as menacing, |
found the set, a Dystopian vision from Dune, the
not-so secret police, and the concentration camp
perimeter with matching German Shepherd, scary.
We don't have to go all that far—to East Timor in
fact—to reach a comparable regime of
intimidation. Angelin Preljocaj’s imaginary premise
was that the social order excised “the freedom to
love”, thereby creating a very 20th century setting
for this fable of forbidden love and caste war. Not
surprisingly, this work has provoked recollections
of Nazism, the Balkans, and recently, a
remembrance of Pinochet’s terror. Oddly enough,
and I don't really know why, love did not seem too
out of place here.

Chunky Move is renowned for its
choreographic vigour and full-on dancing. Its
typical audience has many more body piercings
per square metre than most other social spaces.
How appropriate then that Paul Norton’s The
Rogue Tool used long metal props to support and
limit the boundaries of a body. Gideon
Obarzanek’s C.O.R.R.U.P.TE.D. 2 also availed
itself of the limit in terms of a stunning, revolving
metal shape rather like a satellite dish gone wrong.
I was rather disappointed that more wasn’t made
of the spatial impact of its rotation. The dancers
mainly ducked under it when it approached,
merely to continue their dazzling kinetic play as if
nothing had happened. However, I did very much
like the short piece, Special Combination,
performed repeatedly in a little box-like space in a
room not much bigger. A naked body, inscribed
by moving projections described lines in space
with the surface and volume of her body.

Perhaps Company in Space least merits a
discussion in terms of limits. If there is a limit to
their work, it is the shifting sands of
contemporary video, music and computer
technologies. Nor does the company fetishise
technology, a project rejected by video artist Bill
Viola as doomed to bore. A Trial by Video
purported to put on trial a number of axes of
domination (racism, sexism, political power).
Where better to stage such an evaluation than
that Gothic meeting place, the former Melbourne
Magistrate’s Court. Not that questions of
domination have ever been of concern to our
legal system. Most of the members of the court—
Speech, Dissent, Case, Diplomacy and Trial—
appeared in person. Incommunicado appeared
from outside the court, from London in fact,
juxtaposed against live-video images of the local
dancers. An odd interaction, yet one more
touching than the stiffly orchestrated series of
corporate handshakes (Diplomacy) we witnessed
in the flesh. But this is a work which interrogates
and challenges such assumptions concerning the
dominance of flesh over film, of presence over
absence.

Must a work of artistic significance always
extend or transgress limits? Traditional
conceptions of the avant-garde might suggest that
great art requires the breakdown of barriers. Yet
whether one is inside or outside a limit marters
less than the substance of the work and its
potential to inform.

Philipa Rothfield

FULL THROATED EASE

Ballet Preljocaj, Romeo et Juliette, State
Theatre, October 3; A Matter of Breath, soloists of
Elision Ensemble, hwaki Auditorium, ABC,
Southbank, October 31; Elision Ensemble, Into
The Volcano, conductor Sandro Gorli, hwaki
Auditorium, November 1

We are not just here, we are before, and after.

We are not just now, we are once and future time.
Touch me on the skin, backwards, touch only in
the now, and I will shrink with you into the
smaller time I so crave to be out of. Touch me
small, and I will gripe, I will

harbour and wallow, call me

small, and I will tell you something’s

wrong. Call me

large, into the fullest of extension, and I will
dance with you over that tightrope that casts itself
into the ocean, and love you for being a

small part of the largeness, calling.

Remind me I am small. Preljoca)’s beautiful
bodies, glossy linen boys, nipple-silk girls, leathered
Capuler thugs with biceps from a Darlinghurst
gym. They push and shove like starlets do: with a
makeup lady’s grimace, fakely, thinly, we've seen
this before. Oh, not that touch. Please, not that
touch. This Bad Boy of Ballet, Il epate les
bourgeois, non? Melbourne's monsieurs et
desmoiselles fail to clap at peak moments, and |
think it's not their fault. Tho’ Juliet is vulnerably
stunning, Romeo thrusts his body over her like a
street-scum rapist in a play by Edward Bond.
Those so-close-to-erectile tissues that we are meant
to think sex. We are meant to think, stylish grunge.
Not only do this ballet’s moves and turns repeat
themselves on old corps de ballet gridlines, but the
borrowings are thick (and therefore thin). This is
bonking ballet, Aaron Spelling does Bernstein with
Miami Vice thrown in. Two weeks later on ABC
TV, I see Michael Bogdanov's London housing
estate cast (Shakespeare on the Estate) render Lady
Macbeth churning with ambition to escape her
ruins, Caliban sipping beer, charting the loss of his
hopes, his island dreams, a black Julier accepting
the clumsy whiteboy’s proposal in the pub and her
dad going apeshir at her in their crowded flat.
Outside, he prunes the rose bush as if it was her
life. The fierceness of their disappointments and
wiry loves. Preljocaj’s touch has no love—in fact,
no hate. Capulet = Montague. The “let’s walk™
dance during Prokofiev’s strident masked ball
segment becomes an Easter hat parade.
Shakespeare is larger than this because we are
larger (and not the other way round).

Oh, there is a nice, a beautiful swing, where
Juliet leaps into Romeo’s twirling arms. They go so
fast, so fast, that their turning sfashes the air, the
smell of roses breaks, it's a long time before they
slow. This captures the once and future time that
happens in that awesome moment of love before
family clips your edges and you break down. The
heavens may smile with lovers, but the earth’s crust
shrinks when a cliché assaults you. Did I actually
hate this show? Perhaps. Perhaps that night, this
life, I can’t bear to be smalled down.

This is to the point, to talk of consummation,
the feared-or-revered instance of being subsumed.
But consummation, perhaps, reawakens the
accompaniment always about your skin. (When
one hand claps, the other silent fingers also drum.)

When you sing, in tune, more than one voice
sings in you. When you growl (as Caliban does on
his rocky shores), the landscape also growls. There
is not just a clarinet, not just a saxophone: even in
a solo work, a single note (as when Rosman
played Formosa’s Domino, in Elision’s second
concert), there is an ensemble playing.

And in All About (Manca’s 1996 trio dedicated
to Mark Rothko), there is not one piccolo, one
clarinet, one violin, not these only, or the
relationships between each (this is visible, obvious),
but each has its own otherness: its about-to-be and
what-has-been; its being-in- and out-of-time. A
note, a song, slips in from all time (if the note is
true). These dimensions are held within a weaving,
adjusting tensions, teasing at edges like insects in a
web. The tangible geometry of it. This is why |
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Romeo et Juliette
can’t agree with someone in the audience (Elision,
A Matter of Breath), complaining Elision should be
playing Perezzani’s joke to us. He wants histrionics,
a little, light show. I don’t think that’s the point:
the joke is in the music, the colour is already in the
sound. (Remember Synergy in Matsuri Mark Il in
Sydney, where sophisticated slides of the earth’s
globe turning killed the magnanimous,
multitudinous, at times more delicate associations
of the sound.) Rather, the matter with the Breath
concert to me lies elsewhere.

Each piece is progressively less focused on the
amassing of statements than on lipping the edges
(skin to wood/brass/string; thought to breath) from
where sound comes. But such focus perhaps needs
more physical intimacy than the Iwaki Auditorium
allows. Elision’s previous installation works in
derelict buildings, old churches, railway yards
(Lim/de Clario’s Bar-do’i-thos-grol; Barrett/Crow's
Opening of the Mouth) stretched our receptors to
sound—mid-night, pre-dawn, brick kiln,
underground, making us listen blind, listen tired.
Although Breath’s pieces asked me to receive small
timbres, textures; virtuosities (inherent in even the
largest works I've heard Elision play), the podium
feels more and more aloof, the lights keep bowing
in and out as if the musicians are actors
awkwardly teasing us with bows.

It is not my problem with Sunday’s Into The
Volcano at all. From the opening note, solo and
ensemble work have consistent hold. The young
guest composer Giorgio Netti’s note all'Empedocle
is a modestly magnificent piece by a composer
whose knowing marks him as much older. Again
and again the ear is led back into a work of quietly
astonishing structure, tracking instruments that
move through each other as the eye and hand
takes in a piece of crystal. Meticulous yet
liberating: somehow, suddenly, you are placed half-
way down the volcano. Within the complexity lies
an intimacy of inclusion. Shape has a pulse, and
span-in-time. At one point, Elizabeth Drake and |
find our hands conducting in synch, as if we share
an arm. These players, strangers, are as close as my
breathing allows.

Liza Lim’s The Heart's Ear stretches and
flattens the tuning of notes in a way that slices
historical time: windows of different tenses slide in
and out over the length of a bar. A sure touch in
instrumental combinations, valves pumping and
speeding, mellifluous strings with rasping winds.
And then, 4 chambers pulse. How is this achieved?
A 6 year old in the audience is on the edge of her
seat, conducting, eyes agleam. This concert
understands something of the geometry of our
listening, being.

I am rouched, because touching meets my ear. |
can listen (like Keats to the thrush) with full-
throated ease. Perhaps this respect is all I ask for
the effort of my listening.

Zsuzsanna Soboslay Moore

BEYOND THE RATE OF
NATURAL REPLENISHMENT?

The sheer lack of particularly exciting material
in the performance area of the 1998 Melbourne
International Festival of the Arts provoked a

Laurent Philippe

number of nagging questions. First: Do we need an
annual festival? As with fish in the ocean, surely if
we keep pulling out the stock of ‘world-class’,
‘festival-type’ theatre, we will reach a stage that is
beyond the rate of natural replenishment—at least
within the confines of what seems to be the festival
circuit. If this happens either time has to be given
for new stock to grow, or old stock has to be dug
up (as with the remounting of Einstein on the
Beach a few years ago), or a festival has to get
itself off the “international™ circuit and look to
alternative sources, as the London International
Festival (LIFT) has done with its emphasis on some
less well-mined theatre cultures, or Utrecht’s
Festival a de Werf does in focusing on theatre from
‘second’ cities, or the various Biennales do through
highlighting performance work outside the arena
of dramatic theatre.

Personally, I am finding the yearly cultural
engorgement harder and harder to bear. MIFA
should alternate years with the Adelaide Festival
and give itself time to plan ahead and the city time
to build up some sort of real need. Barely had this
year's festival ended than the director Sue Nattrass
was off overseas to select work for 1999's feast.
The spectacle of a growing band of festival
directors crossing one another in the air and
meeting in the same foyers around the world is
becoming increasingly bizarre. Ms Nattrass is no
fool. She needs time and money and a charter to
discover the works that will illuminate the world
for us and to develop works from Australia that
otherwise wouldn’t see the light of day. The latter
is becoming a vital role for Australia’s festivals as
other funding sources dry up. This was made clear
to me when I attended a showing of various works
in progress to a range of Australasian festival
directors, organised by Robyn Archer and held in
Adelaide.

Here was a group of intelligent men and
women, most of them artists as well as arts
bureaucrats, holding in their hands a powerful
financial tool, an alternative to the normal
channels of state and federal funding. It is only
through this source, it would seem, that
independent works of some degree of magnitude
and artistic risk can be mounted. It’s a hot chalice
they hold. The second question is becoming a
chestnut these days: What is it that makes a
festival show? Or to put it another way: What is
it that the festival phenomenon is doing to our
apprehension of theatre? One show after another
with hardly a break, no time to absorb and
reflect. I was struggling to retain the remnants of
Disco Pigs ( a show by 2 young Irish performers I
enjoyed and wanted to dream about) by the time
I had seen the other Irish entry, The Secret Life of
Constance Wilde ( a show I disliked on all fronts)
2 weeks later.

Moreover what is it that ‘lifts’ a show from
fringe level to the main festival? The most dynamic
show I saw in the whole festival period was
legitimately part of the fringe—Infections by
Maude Davey and Marcia Ferguson. In its strange
mix of cabaret, musical, surrealistic dream and
political tract it worked gloriously in challenging
aesthetic, intellectual, generic and politics norms. It
was perfectly placed within the fringe context, and
yet that very placement can be a marginalising
constraint to those concerned, constantly struggling



Bruce Gladwin & Genevieve Morris in Arena Theatre's Panacea

for a voice at the big end. At the big end, Sue
Nattrass had this year a commendable policy of
supporting shows previously from the Fringe, or
otherwise destined for it. And it has to be said that
these small cast plays with limited parameters were
the most rewarding of the performances on
show—Disco Pigs, Red, Odyssey, Box the Pony.
Compared to their bravery of performance and
single-minded obsession about the public and
private justices and injustices of life, the Abbey
Theatre’s Constance Wilde stank with pretension,
wallowed in maudlin melodrama, shook with its
need to impress and drowned in unbelievable
histrionics—and Gesher Theatre’s play on the early
years of the state of Israel (which I had seen in
London last year and enjoyed) seemed, well, plain
tired and, well, plain. Even so as | watched some
of these upgraded fringe-dwellers, I wondered
what they were sacrificing to justify the artention.

Red is a show that I have watched in wonder as
it developed from student project to Melbourne
Fringe, to Adelaide Fringe and finally to MIFA.
The participants have kept working on it, taking
the opportunity of each rebirth to metamorphose
the show. Its final transformation at MIFA was
beautiful. Director Rachel Spiers has a fine eye for
theatrical image and the performative energy and
delight in her audience displayed by Lucy Taylor
have been mentioned in all reviews. But somehow
for me something had been lost in the upgrade.
The details of lighting, props, sound and, yes,
performance, added in with the extra funding and
the development of the content in ways that made
more sense of the whole were the very elements
that had begun to add a self-consciousness that
undermined the sheer existential necessity of
performance that had so charged the play in its
earlier forms. I grant that this is likely a prejudiced
reception. But I couldn’t help sensing even in the
undeniable force of the 2 performers in Disco Pigs,
lashing out against the world as they headed
towards a personal showdown at the cusp of
adulthood, a dislocation from origin that tends to
make a mockery of the creative spirit that is at
heart of such works.

And from here I spiral right out into, yet again,
the purpose of such international festivals, with
their culture-hungry consumerist drive. One of the
subthemes of the 1998 MIFA was the question of
postcolonial power. But surely festivals are one
such confused symptom of our fraught relationship
with other cultures. I do want them in some form
(I'm caught up in this)—I love to know what’s
going on around the world. But we need to keep
questioning the unspoken assumptions festivals
carry and to seek ways of breaking their cultural
bind at the same time as we rejoice in their
encouragement of the weird, wild, wonderful and
the brave.

Richard Murphet

FORMS AND CONTRADICTIONS

Arena Theatre, Panacea, devised by Rosemary
Myers & Bruce Gladwin, director Rosemary
Myers, writers Julieanne O’Brien & David Carlin,
The Former Police Garage, Russell Street, Oct 16 -
Nov 1; Stolen, devised by Jane Harrison, director
Wesley Enoch, Playbox, The Malthouse, Oct 21 -
Nov 30; Leah Purcell, Box the Pony, devised by

7—RealTime 28— December 1998 - January 1999

Jeff Busby

Scott Rankin, director Sean Mee, The George
Fairfax Studio, Victorian Arts Centre Oct 20 - 24;
Red, devised by Lucy Taylor, Rachel Spiers, Mark
Shannon, director Rachel Spiers, Red Fish Theatre
Company, The George Fairfax Studio, Victorian
Arts Centre, Oct 28 - 31

Panacea promised and offered much—a
thoughtful and well written script of ideas and
issues and fully articulated characters to carry
them, original and exciting live music/soundscape,
taut and pacey direction, good multimedia design
and an excellent ensemble of performers. It had it
all but I couldn’t help going away concerned that
it had evaded the real issue. It was all very clear
about the horrendous effects of performance
enhancing drugs in sport and in particular their
effects on young still developing bodies, but it
confined that critique to Eastern Bloc countries
and in the second half it was savagely satirical
about the marketing of the Sports Celebrity in
Australia today (viz the remaking of Lucy Tyler-
Sharman—*“High Voltage Cyclist Peddles New
Image”). Largely these issues were the soft targets
and they were demolished, but there was another
major issue caught up amongst it all, designer
drugs and recreational drug use amongst young
people; on that it was strangely silent. All I could
deduce was that it feared alienating its intended
audience. I was disturbed by what was implicitly
endorsed rather than pleased at what was exposed
and knocked down. By employing all the
resources of, and utilising the aesthetics of techno,
it ignored any other way of being contemporary;
the form endorsed the content it was claiming to
critique. It was all a rave and the baddies were the
East Germans and Big Business, so let's party on!

The premiere of Stolen and the first Melbourne
performances of Leah Purcell’s Box the Porry and
Deborah Cheetham’s White Baptist Abba Fan
provided an opportunity to compare and contrast
contemporary Indigenous theatre. Stolen has had
a phenomenal success at the box office, testimony
to the interest in the issue it tackles. Despite the
emotional and social potency of the issue I found
it diffusely sentimental and oddly unaffecting. The
script and many of the performances lacked
specificity and depth; perhaps Stolen tried to cover
too many stories to get deeply into any one of
them. It felt like it had been written to satisfy a
committee, to represent ideas and interests rather
than embody them and it lacked the writer’s
individual take on the issue. The design and
direction were stylish, sophisticated and seamless;
they created an almost impenetrable surface
concealing a hollowness of meaning and contact.
The effect of Stolen was more in terms of the
knowledge one brought to it than the inssghts and
emotional experience one got from it. The
testimonies in the Report on the Stolen Generation
have moved all Australians who have read them,
yet Stolen did not move me as | expected it could.

A work like Leah Purcell’s Box the Pony is
absolutely a piece of theatre made by an actor
with a writer and a director. It 1s Purcell’s story
but with the collaboration of writer Scott Rankin
and director Sean Mee they have made art,
powerful theatre from her life in a complex and
confronting tour de force. Purcell’s performance is
so exceptional in its physical grace, the wit and

timing of her transformation from one character
to another, the virtuosity of her acting, it is
difficult to imagine the show without her. Yet,
Box the Pony could be done and done well by say
Deborah Mailman or Ningali Lawford, which
testifies to its power as a dramatic monologue,
separate from its undeniable power as a one
woman show. Purcell is an extraordinary actor,
utterly in command of herself and her
performance at every moment. | found a comment
in one review which referred to her as a
“phenomenal mimic™ quite offensive in its
devaluation of her craft as an actor. It was by
turns hilarious, tragic, deeply spiritual without
ever being precious, serious but never earnest, and
fantastically complex in its articulation of the
pushes and pulls of growing up as a young
Aboriginal woman. It sparkles with the veracity of
lived and reflected-on experience. I can’t wait to
see more of her—she could do anything; she
already has.

Red was first seen at the Melbourne Fringe last
year, where it was awarded “best original new
work” before touring to the Adelaide Fringe this
year. | wish I had seen the original version to
capture the raw talent of young performer Lucy
Taylor rather than noticing the flimsiness and
banality of the ideas. It was one of those works
thar deserved to be in and win the Fringe award
but was done a disservice by transferring to the
mainstream. It's become overblown and over
inflated and can't sustain the context it was placed
in at The Fairfax. Lucy Taylor’s performance is as
wonderful as no doubt it first was, but it is so
heavily buttressed by so much else that is
superfluous—indifferent slides, a whole gaggle of
musicians and a couple of unnecessary male
performers. It is short and runs out of heat
because it tries to carry so much else. To have left
it with Taylor, a soundtrack and just the superb
lighting and costuming would have been enough.
Unfortunately what was fresh and exciting now
seems arch and overworked, losing its wit and
playfulness. Some things are better left, to free the
creators to move on to new work.

Suzanne Spunner

MEMORABLE UNEASE

Remanence, Visual Arts Program, former
Melbourne Magistrates’ Court and City Watch
House, Melbourne, October 17 - November 1

Traditionally the visual arts have been a
somewhat neglected area in the Melbourne
Festival program. Maudie Palmer’s appointment
as curator of the program brings new life to the
1998 festival, however, and establishes the visual
arts as a key feature within it. Comprising the
group exhibition Remanence, a major display of
Bill Viola’s video installation The Messenger, a
public lecture series (see Kevin Murray on the Bill
Viola lecture, page 23) and associated exhibitions
program, Palmer’s visual arts program brought
together a diverse array of exhibitions and events
at venues across Melbourne during October.

Remanence was the key feature in the
program. Curated by Palmer and comprising
works by 14 leading Australian and international
artists, the exhibition was situated in the former
Melbourne Magistrates’ Court and City Watch
House. De-commissioned in mid 1995 and now a
part of RMIT’s city campus, these venues
provided a potent environment in which to
display works. Artists responded directly to the
site, producing 2 and 3 dimensional works that
addressed the authoritarian architecture of the
buildings and their former purpose as places
where justice was dispensed.

Themes relating to power and control,
alienation and intimidation, and visual and
sensory deprivation were explored by some artists
while others addressed Australia’s colonial/convict
history. Several participating Indigenous artists
addressed issues relating to Aboriginal
imprisonment, deaths in custody and racial abuse,
while Australia’s migrant history and cultures
formed a focus for other artists. Situated within
the empty offices and sentencing chambers of the
court, and in the disused cell blocks and exercise
vards of the wartch house, the exhibition’s overall
effect was of fascination coupled with unease.
Added to this, the lack of light, the stale smell,
and the oppressiveness of bars and padlocked
metal doors all conspired to make Remanence a

disturbing and memorable experience. Graffiti on
cell doors and walls—including one unforgettable,
scrawled description of a cell as “the love
shack™—added a particularly macabre note. On
viewing this, | was reminded of a friend who, after
being locked up in the Watch House overnight
some years ago, vowed never to fall foul of the
law again in light of the appalling conditions and
potential physical threat posed to him.

Given the very powerful nature of the Court
and Watch House, both architecturally and
psychologically, some works were less successful
than others on visual and conceprual levels. Such
was the case with installations by Imants Tillers
and Mladen Stilinovic, both of which were located
in disused office spaces in the court house. Cai
Guo-Qiang’s video projections of gunpowder
explosions and fireworks, although spectacular,
also looked slightly lost within the commanding
space of the court room in which they were
situated. Other works responded to the sites with
great success however, combining sensitivity and
pathos, grimness and bleak humour. Aleks
Danko’s performance and installation piece, Songs
of Australia Vol.5—Life Sentence, involved the
artist writing one sentence over and over again in
chalk upon the floor of the cell block as a punitive
act, each day, for the duration of the exhibition.
Commencing with the statement “This
punishment is not boring and pointless” on the
first day of the exhibition and culminating, at its
conclusion, with “I will not waste chalk”, the
piece emphasised the futility and monotony of
confinement through ironic wit. A padded cell
formed a second component of the work, Danko's
presence suggestive of the archetypal ‘madman’ let
loose from his confinement.

A performance piece by international
participant Marina Abramovic similarly dealt with
issues of confinement, while introducing elements
of sensory deprivation and physical restraint.
Located in the former women'’s exercise yard of
the watch house, Abramovic’s Escape, like earlier
pieces by the artist, drew upon the voluntary
participation of viewers in its realisation.
Volunteers were strapped into upright metal
restraints by uniformed ‘escape guards’ for 15-
minute periods, their experience of physical
confinement and isolation intensified by wearing
ear muffs. Devoid of movement and sound,
obliged to contemplate their incapacitation,
participants experienced a voluntary solitary
confinement accompanied by sensations of fear,
loneliness, claustrophobia and boredom.

Elizabeth Gertsakis focused upon the migrant
experience in Australia, drawing metaphoric
parallels between the migrant and the outsider,
alien or criminal. A large wall-text by the artist,
overlaid with a map of Australia, referenced this
country’s colonial past while highlighting
entrenched racism and xenophobia amongst
sections of the community today. Rea’s installation
in 3 disused remand rooms also focused on issues
of race and Aboriginal deaths in custody, an altar
of burning candles symbolising both remembrance
and extinguished lives. A weathered sign above
the door—'city morgue'—evoked grim mental
images while the narrow proportions of the space
discouraged prolonged contemplation.

On a more restorative note was John Young’s
installation, also within the Watch House, titled 1
Global Sanctuary, 2 Night Room, 3 Day Room.
Young’s piece comprised a photo-realistic painting
of a mountainous waterfall set into a niche in a
purpose-built circular room. Described by Young
as presenting “a short, concentrated moment of
rest, where the body is suspended within (a) space
that is static”, the work offered a rare moment of
calm and beauty towards the conclusion of the
exhibition. Another sanctuary was offered by
Domenico de Clario who performed, blindfolded,
on a piano daily during the exhibition.

In its scope and scale, Remanence represents an
ambitious achievement for Palmer and the
Melbourne Festival. Other components in the
visual arts program—notably Viola's video
installation at the nearby Old Melbourne Gaol,
and the public lectures program—were similarly
successful. Remanence is accompanied by a
substantial catalogue publication, documenting
works and performances by the participating
arnsts.

Rachel Kent
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Brisbane Festival of the Arts

A tough fit

RealTime writers Maryanne Lynch, Kerrie
Schaefer and Andy Arthurs take us on an
incisive, whirlwind tour of the 1998 Brisbane
Festival, discovering works that engaged them
and raising some key issues about performance,
audiences and festival programming. Maryanne
Lynch kicks off with virtuoso violinist-composer-
improviser John Rodgers, admires IHOS Opera’s
visual and technical ingenuity, with reservations,
and takes in video and sound installations, visual
arts exhibitions and lectures, enjoying the
contagion of the festival despite the unevenness
of the works. Andy Arthurs focuses on both the
pleasures of the music program (The Steve
Martland Band, Michael Kieran Harvey, Linsey
Pollak, composer Thomas Adés on piano) and its
limitations—the narrow band of music
presented. Kerrie Schaefer is impressed with a
range of works offering rich themes and strong
performance imagery including Whatever
Happened to Baby Jane?, Shared Experience
Theatre’s Anna Karenina, Kooemba Jdarra’s
Black Shorts and Mathilde Monnier’s dance
work Arrétez, Arrétons, Arréte. Lynch and
Arthurs both wonder about the range and
categorising of events—the continuing problem
of isolating innovative work in the ironically
titled and sometimes underpublicised ‘Public
Program’. This is, as Lynch puts it: “a place
where all the works that don’t seem to ‘fit’ into
traditional categories reside.”

A FEVERISH IMPULSE

Jobn Rodgers Quartet, Tattersalls Club,
September 8; IHOS Opera, The Divine Kiss, QUT
Theatre, Gardens Point, Sept 16 - 19; Streb,
Suncorp Theatre, Sept 15 - 19; Richard Vella, Body
Songs, Tivoli Theatre, Sept 10 - 12; Arterial, Dust,
Brunswick St, Fortitude Valley, Sept 9 - 13;
Kooemba Djarra, Black Shorts, Metro Arts
Theatre, Aug 28 - Sept 5; Theatre UpNorth,
Ozone, Cremorne Theatre, Sept 8 - 12; Swarm,
Institute of Modern Art, Sept 12 - 19; Griller Girls,
Institute of Modern Art, Sept 12 - 19; Pushing the
Imagination, Meriwale St Studio, Sept 17 - 20; New
Landscapes, State Library Theatrette, Sept 16 - 17;
The Impossible Promise of Protection, Brisbane
City Hall Foyer, Sept 14 - 18

It was at my very first festival show that |
began to think about audiences. John Rodgers, a
local composer-musician, was having a recital, if |
can put so formal a name to it, in a place definitely
deserving of the term. The Tartersalls Club is one
of those mysterious institutions where you have to
do a secret handshake to get in; a ‘club’ hidden
behind the detritus of several decades and against
which I've previously only pressed my figurative
nose. On this occasion we were allowed inside,
past the reception desk, through the hallways with
their walls groaning with photos of long-dead
dignitaries, and into an art-deco salon where
Rodgers and his colleagues played us a program of
composed and improvised music.

As I looked around, I spotted a lot of faces |
didn’t know but recognised as ‘musos’ or
musophiles. In a city of 1.5 million, audiences are
always of interest and especially so at the
experimental end of things. In a festival context,
this interest is all the more absorbing in terms of
seeing what the ‘net’ pulls in. I was in for some
surprises and some disappointments over the
course of the next 3 weeks. Meanwhile, the John
Rodgers Quarter played its little heart out in a
jazz-influenced, hot-to-trot style.

At the other end of the Brisbane Festival was
The Divine Kiss, the latest work by IHOS
Opera. Tableaux filled with lush imagery and
surprisingly sparse sound loosely tracked the 7
virtues in an unfinished work that shows the
influence of ‘European’ theatre artists such as
Robert Wilson. Each virtue explored the
dualism inherent to it, with the 7 parts
punctuated by miniature triplanes, wingtips lit,
rising and falling as morse code beat out urgent
messages. The staccaro sound found resonance
in the stave-like shadows, created by the plane
wings, in the curtainfolds of this university

theatre space. Meanwhile, men pissed, women
played ping-pong, and a dress unfolded itself to
make a flower-edged pathway.

I must confess that I tired at one point of yet
another display of technical ingenuity, and wanted
more from the aural composition, but I suspect
that these issues will dissipate when the work is
fully formed. The Divine Kiss was the closest
thing I saw to a “festival show’ and, interestingly,
the audience was the most diverse, with buns,
bobby socks and Blundstones. A strong choice
from one of the strongest components of the
festival: the so-called Public Program—a place
where all the works that don't seem to *fit’ into
traditional categories reside.

At Streb, an evening of works by the American
dance company of the same name, the high-
voltage publicity had done the job of collecting a
young crowd. The whambam style—bodies
walloping flat on the ground, accompanied by
loud and grating industrial sound—explores the
laws of physics, especially the tension between fall
and flight. The audience on opening night loved it
and enthusiastically joined in the ‘interactive’
exercise run by founder Elizabeth Streb at the end
of the show. “Stand up straight”, she instructed,
and they did. I, however, wanted this exploration
to find more textures and rhythms. Although
Elizabeth Streb has talked at length about her
interest in sport, and its relationship to art, by the
end of the night I couldn’t help thinking that she
was only into American football in its fiercest
definition. Similarly, her work on muscular, rather
than skeletal, movement is fascinating and gives
the works a potency that is physically felt. But I
didn’t see enough layers of bodily and/or artistic
exploration, although there were moments...that
first shocking fall...a woman trapped in a box,
her useless blows reverberating through the space
in a truly cyberhuman moment...the sheer
courage of the 8 dancers. There’s unfinished
business here.

So too with Bodysongs, a new ‘operatic” work
by Melbourne company Theatreworks. Staged in
the Tivoli Theatre, a space that plainly didn’t suit
it, a space moreover that its likely audience of
hip young things doesn’t frequent, this ambitious
piece came across as underdone. Composer
Richard Vella, librettist Humphery Bower and
director Rob Meldrum have an interesting if
well-worn concept—body image—but were still
making the show when I saw it. The lusty ‘fat
man’ of the title sang songs of lament and lard-
stricken anguish, accompanied by a band straight
from a B-grade movie and with tongues firmly in
cheeks, to a solid but unspectacular mix of
‘music people’ and the odd inteested other. The
audience responded with graceful yet obvious
surprise to the show’s incomplete form—a grab-
bag of woolly singing and musical influences that
didn’t go far enough to anywhere. This kindness
seemed appreciated.

Other works, like Arterial’s Dust, Kooemba
Jdarra’s Black Shorts and Theatre UpNorth’s
Ozone, also felt prematurely produced—a
common lament at Australian arts festivals. The
most successful, Dust, featured wall-high
projections (reminiscent of lan de Gruchy's work)
and video installations in Fortitude Valley,
Brisbane’s ‘Sin City’, a place that’s seen it all. Old
diggers, Indigenous ‘aunties’ and a cool young
Chinese-Australian woman were among the many
who recounted stories of the past and present in
videoed snippets projected over stills mapping
future plans for the suburb. The technologies
entailed were a logistic nightmare, and this limited
their potential interaction. Nonetheless, Dust was
a project that drew together the curious passersby,
the arts audience and assorted others—and, to my
mind, in so doing worked a treat. For this piece,
at any rate.

I fell in love with Ed Osbourne’s Swarm, a
sound installation ar the Institute of Modern Art.
A gentle Cage-like work comprising miniature
electric fans sensitive to movement, which in turn
activated constructed sounds, this was a space in
which to stand silently among tiny shifts in aural

architecture. Between the colour and fury of much
of the festival fare, such meditation was a
welcome interlude. Upstairs, Griller Girls
disappointed me with its unreconstructed 70s
feminism cast in 90s technology. Employing
digital, video, CD-ROM and photographic means,
most of the works played it safe (‘Girls are good’)
and left it there. It seemed a popular show.

The innovative international symposium on
aesthetic education, Pushing the Imagination,
together with the Visual Art Program’s (Volt) 2
afternoons of discussion, New Landscapes,
reminded me of the importance of debate in a
festival context. Pushing the Imagination again
raised the issue of audiences, seeking to explore
the relationships between art, education and
society in a ‘live’ context by way of 3 festival
works. Meanwhile, Jay Younger's The Impossible
Promise of Protection suggested that when it
comes down to it, all we can say is that we’re up
to our necks in it, her video installation projecting
viewers’ heads onto a gorgeous mound of pink
poo, or flummery if you’re an optimist. This type
of work has a long legacy, which speaks for itself.

I sat, walked and slept through 22 shows in 24
days. I didn’t see the same faces very often, and
indeed usually felt as if | was entering a new
colony of spectators with each show. And as I sat
in a New Landscapes session, listening to a man
with a long and distinguished history in Australian
performance speaking to only a handful of people
in the State Library Theatrette, | wondered afresh
about the nature of audiences and ideas, about
whether a cross-pollination of audience members
was more or less desirable than specific audiences
for specific events, and what the function of
festivals is in all of this. What has remained with
me, so perhaps it's some sort of response to
myself, is the inspiration I gleaned from engaging
with a diversity of practitioners, despite the
uneven quality of the works. Some may call this
sentiment mere flummery, but I prefer to think of
it as festival fever. And I hope it’s contagious!

Maryanne Lynch

THE SAFE AND THE BRAVE

Michael Kieran Harvey Recital, Customs
House, September 10; Thomas Adeés Recital,
Customs House, September 9; Thomas Ades
Powder Her Face, Masonic Temple, September 8,
10 & 12; Steve Martland Band, Suncorp Theatre,
September 7 & 9; IHOS Opera, The Divine Kiss,
QUT Theatre, September 16 - 19; Treble Clef
Cafe, Queensland Philbarmonic Orchestra, City
Hall, September 5; The Acadenty of St Martin in
the Fields, Concert Hall, August, 28, 29 &
September 1

Nowhere is the high art/low art divide more

entrenched than in the music disciplines. At least
95% of the music-going population find meaning
in a music which is dismissed by the other 5%.
And yet when it comes to most festivals it's mainly
this 5% that gets all the attention. And apart from
a few exceptions, Brisbane Festival did little to
heal this separation.

In addition, musically this was a festival that
followed rather than led. There were many items
of interest by way of being innovative. But in terms
of publicity they were stifled by the weight of
museum music, self-importantly described as “fine
music.” The unofficial theme seemed to be “From
England” even if in one case they were playing
much 19th century German repertoire. This was
the visit by the Academy of St Martins in the
Fields. True, a few students of the Conservatorium
were able to get valuable experience working with
the orchestra, but for what was rumoured to cost
around $1m you’d expect some benefit. We could
have paid for all the students o fly to the UK for a
more authentic experience.

There were 3 festival programs (apart from
the Out of the Box children’s program), which
were roughly divided according to class, first
being mainly the overseas events and the third
being the (great unwashed) “Public Program.”
The third was the group which received the
crumbs of publicity. Why does all this bother
me? Because in such a festival I'd hoped to
proudly celebrate the sheer weight of creation
locally and around Australia.

Steve Martland (England) did fulfil all his
promise. Too brash for the ‘elite’ and too ‘arty’ for
the commercial world he won over a dedicated
group of supporters who returned to see him
again on night 2 at the Suncorp Theatre. His
sound is up front. The Steve Martland Band is a
group of 11 musicians playing metronomic,
minimalistic and yet curiously sometimes
militaristic sounding music. But Martland’s
commitment to left wing politics would certainly
not see him being a guest at the Tattoo! Martland
is a great communicator and he left the city with
many converts.

Also from England was the enigmatic Thomas
Ades. His opera Powder Her Face was briefly on
at the Conservatorium owing to a mix up of
venues. It was a good but slight piece,
postmodernist in concept but mostly musically
modernist in style. Dubbed as the next Benjamin
Britten, he sounded more like his brother than his
son. Adés lives in his own verbally inarticulate
rarefied atmosphere and the subject matter of an
aristocrat down on her luck was also remote.
However his solo piano playing at the Customs
House was a highlight of the festival. Adés
possesses a delicacy of touch in his interpretations
that were almost sacred.



The Treble Clef Café in the City Hall hosted 4
new orchestral works by Australian composers. It
started with Sculthorpe’s Sonata No. 3 (Jabiru
Dreaming) —a well crafted work but not great
Sculthorpe. This was followed by Julian Yu's
Concerto for Marimba and Small Orchestra. This
must be music that is easier to compose than to
play. There were beautiful sonorous moments in
the second movement, but overall it was a little
fragmented. The only work which really came to
life orchestrally was Robert Davidson's Strata. No
gimmicks and disarmingly simple, it was a
beaurtiful slowly unfolding piece influenced by
Indian music. The evening ended with the first
performance of trance...DAKAR by Gerard
Brophy. A piece of vitality and energy, it was
popular with the audience, featuring Evelyn
Glennie on percussion. Brophy is of his time and
personifies the crisis in orchestral music. Here he
was composing grooves performed by musical
‘squares’ who missed the point. He needs to make
the jump and form his own band or ensemble, like
Steve Martland or Robert Davidson with
Topology. His current ideas will be catered for
better in that more appropriate forum.

IHOS Opera Experimental Theatre Troupe
performed at the QUT Theatre, Gardens Point. It
was a collaboration between I[HOS director
Constantine Koukias and Access Arts. The Divine
Kiss is an ambitious and sensitively constructed
work. Billed as “an Opera in Seven Parts™ it
explored the imagery associated with the Seven
Saving Virtues (as opposed to the Deadly Sins).
Unfortunartely the end result was a series of
tableaux that seemed to speak more for the
technology supporting them than for the work
itself. I became punch drunk with special effects,
and confess to leaving the theatre at the end
wondering what was the point of the work.
Technology is a dangerous thing when it takes
over the humans involved.

Pianist Michael Kieran Harvey gave a stunning
and virtuosic piano recital at the Customs House
and was joined by Liam Viney at the
Conservatorium for a performance of Mantra for
2 ring modulated pianos, a relatively early
electroacoustic work of Stockhausen (1970). It
was strange to hear the unpredictable results of
ring modulation again.

The public program had much to offer. Linsey
Pollak’s Bimt Bamboo in the City Botanical
gardens was very well artended and well received.
As a performer in it | can only speak subjectively
when I say that Pollak is one of Australia’s finest
creators who can move across styles and genres
without losing his essential quality. He has stuck
to the pathways he chooses to tread and his work
keeps getting better.

The festival offered a very wide range of
events—too wide perhaps. There was little to focus
on and the timetabling was impossible, bringing
new meaning to the phrase ‘non-linear.” Much was
buried in one of the 3 programs, and many missed
events because of this confusion. For instance |
chaired a forum on “Culture and the
Community—A Contradiction in Terms”, where
the panel members outnumbered the audience.

Unlike Adelaide, there was little sense of it
being a festival ime. And Queensland’s Woodford
Festival is more festive. It seems that the word is
now used for any groupings of events. Certainly
there was no binding cultural, spiritual or political
reason for the Brishbane Festival to exist.

Andy Arthurs

INTERSECTING PERFORMANCE
PATHS

Queensland Theatre Company, Beaumarchais,
The Marnage of Figaro, Optus Playbouse, Sept 3 -
19; Shared Experience Theatre, Anna Karenina,
Suncorp Theatre, Aug 28-Sept 6; A Beautiful Life,
La Boite Theatre, Aug 28-Sept 12; Kooemba
Jdarra, Black Shorts, Metro Arts Theatre, Aug 28 -
Sept 5; Whatever Happened to Baby Jane?,
Institute of Modern Art, Sept 1 - 6; Expressions
Dance Company and Hong Kong City
Contemporary Dance Company, Attitude,
Conservatorium Theatre, Aug 28 & 29, Sept 1-5;
Streb, Suncorp Theatre, Sept 15-19; Mathilde
Monnier company, Arretez Arretons Arrete,
Conservatorium Theatre, Sept 11 - 16;
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In a long rectangular space, 3 white squares are
arranged into the shape of a pyramid—one square
in front and 2 behind. The shrill hum of cicadas
and the squawking of crickets occupies the aural
space. One of the white squares is filled with sand
and a body is buried underneath, resting in a supine
pose, an upside down bucket covering the head and
neck. Only the feet and lower arms are visible. As
the hiss of insects increases in volume, the foot
slowly begins to move. It repeatedly flexes and curls
in slow luxurious movements, The foot lifts and the
leg emerges from the sand. It curls, writhes and
twists like the body of a snake. The foot, the
snake’s head, darts from side to side. It moves o
strike. The space is transformed into a hostile
environment simulating, perhaps, the hot summer’s
day that the Beaumont children disappeared.

Did a snake in the grass take the Beaumont
children? Or was it a freak wave that carried them
far out to sea? An arresting piece of performance
in the Brisbane Festival VOLT program, Whatever
Happened to Baby Janes co-written by Maryanne
Lynch and Shane Rowlands and directed by Fiona
Winning, did not provide easy answers. Rather, it
examined the urban myth that has grown up
around the disappearance of the 3 children from a
popular Adelaide beach in the middle of summer.
Weritten for solo female performer, Rebecca
Murray, Baby Jane brings together 2 stories of 2
people living 30 years apart (1966/1996) who are
equally obsessed with the children’s disappearance.

At one moment Murray plays a 9 year old girl
negotiating the boiling hot beach sand or getting
dumped by a huge wave. The next she is
transformed into a 39 year old woman in a sheer
white dress and red shoes, standing on the porch
waving goodbye to family or friends. The girl
wonders how many buckets of sea water she can
swallow in case her pet dog is taken by a freak
wave. She practices her speech to strange men
who may want to entice her into a car with boiled
lollies. The woman, we discover, lives in the
Beaumont house and spends her time scouring the
place for traces of the missing children. She toys
with height markings etched into a wall in red
pen. She finds 3 embroidered hankies in a crack in
the wall, each a different pattern indicating the
distinct personalities of the owners. Her phone
rings but there is no one on the other end. The
woman takes this, together with the traces she has
uncovered, as a sign that the children are still
present. She explains her theory over the phone to
the host of a talkback radio show.

The poetry of the text was enhanced by the
design of the performance space and by Rodolphe
Blois” soundscape. The final sound-image of a
giant wave crashing over the audience, left us with
an accretion of images (debris) to pick through
and make sense of. In this way, Baby Jane
explored the poetics of urban myth making.

s

Headlining the festival’s theatre program were
a new adaptation by Neil Armfield and Geoffrey
Rush of Beaumarchais® The Marriage of Figaro
for the QTC, and an adaptation by Helen
Edmundson of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina for the
UK’s Shared Experience Theatre. While both
productions were outstanding, it was Shared
Experience’s physical style of performance that
stole the limelight. Edmundson’s text juxtaposed
the stories of Anna and Levin. Present on stage for
much of the performance, their clipped responses
to each other’s questions served to set the scene
and create a fluid, fast moving performance. The
semi-circular set with a sliding central panel made
for a flexible performance space. With the panel
fixed in the middle, the performers sometimes
played out 2 different scenes simultaneously. In
one scene, Anna, centre stage, carried on a
dialogue with both Vronsky and Karenin, who
entered and exited through separate doors created
on either side of the sliding panel. Anna being
sandwiched berween the 2 men, gave concrete
form to her growing distress.

The performance also put many sequences of
stylised movement and repetitive gesture to good
effect. For instance, in the racing scene Vronsky is
placed amongst the race crowd. His mount is
played by Anna and as the crowd watches the
race we see Vronsky ride Anna into the ground.
The train that Anna falls under is a line of chorus
actors performing a choreographed dance. At the
height of her fever, a chorus actor personifying
death covers Anna. She has to struggle with the

actor before she can regain her health. Frustrated
in love, Levin shovels sand over and over into a
suitcase while extolling the virtues of work.
Unable to be with the man she loves, Anna
repeatedly knocks back vials of morphine
signalling her spiralling addiction to the drug.

La Boite's A Beautiful Life by Michael Futcher
and Helen Howard was based on the Iranian
embassy riot in Canberra in 1992 and the ensuing
court case. In an attempt to speak back to calls for
refugees to assimilate into Australian society, the
writers interrogate the way in which culture
indelibly inscribes the citizen’s body, particularly
through imprisonment and torture. They argue
that it isn't possible to simply shrug off one set of
cultural inscriptions, values and experiences and to
assume another. Given the importance of such a
project, the script for A Beantiful Life still needs
further refinement. The focus for the performance
should have remained, as it began, on the son of
adults arrested in the riot. Born in Iran and
brought up in Australia, he acts as a point of
translation between 2 very different and distinct
cultures. His struggle to understand his parents’
and his own position within Australian society
would have provided a better treatment of the
dramatic idea than the long exposition of the
family’s life in Iran or the lawyer’s slow dawning
realisation of the links between justice, economics,
trade and diplomacy.

A strong tradition of storytelling continues to
be nurtured by Brisbane’s Kooemba Jdarra. The
company’s festival piece, Black Shorts, presented 3
short plays by new Indigenous playwrights from
around Australia. Glen Shea’s Possession (dir. Lafe
Charlton), Jadah Milroy’s Jidja (dir. Margaret
Harvey) and Ray Kelley's Beyond the Castle (dir.
Lafe Charlton) represented a range of Indigenous
experiences and perspectives and, in the diversity
of stories told, engaged a broad audience.

Possession is a clever piece of writing that
unravels to reveal a particularly shocking incident,
which scarred the members of one family. The
play explores the impact of incest (father-son) on
the lives of 3 siblings, 2 brothers and one sister. It
delivers a jolt to the audience’s sensibilities as we
are forced to witness the elder brother’s fierce
anger, the younger brother’s utter shame and
humiliation and their sister’s desperate attempt to
hold onto some semblance of a vital, young life in
the making. Towards the end of the play, even this
possibility is foreclosed as we learn that the
characters inhabit the spirit world, having been
hung for the murder of their father.

A devastating performance by Margaret
Harvey as the sister in Possession was followed by
her directorial debut in Jidja, a compact piece of
writing, weaving a number of stories into the
tapestry of an old, Aboriginal woman’s life. From
a chair centre stage in a house bordering
the Carholic home she was sent to as a
child, an old woman (played by the
accomplished Roxanne McDonald) rells
her life story directly to the audience as if
we are old, intimate friends. She
remembers her happy early years, living
together with her sister, bought up by
their grandmother. She recounts her
grandmother’s death, the girls’ placement
in a Catholic home, and her life long
search for the sister she was separated
from when she was adopted out to a
white family. In this piece it was the
performer’s warmth and friendly
intimacy as she related what was a tragic,
yet not uncommon story, that I found
disarming and extremely upsetting.

Attitude by Expressions Dance
Company and Hong Kong City
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