the big interview

bren

Adrian
Heathfield
discusses
the unruly
work of
Wendy
Houstoun
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ephemeral nature, For whilst
performance valugs the creation of
TP R BED ||'I|-' IO R l'l-'l-lrll.'l.'.'l
vandshes fast and lexves litthe rogned, i
rellen h"illiﬁ MEMOTIES 10 128 S]HCTalnrs
that seem 1o be indelifdy 2iched om
their retinas. These enduring
merorics, ol hnapes and acts, have a
pﬂ.uliJr Assonc LatEye eAEs, 'f]ll.'-:.' '|1.1:|'.:=:
around performers long after the
deeds are done, often coming in thine
1o stand in for the performer’s identity
or foe thie work deall, Whsan [ think of
Pira Bansch's work lor instance, thi
first thing I sec is an image of Bausch
'|"'|'|!|I.Ll'l|'| the memory bens of Cale
Muller A phostly Hgure dancing blind,
palinet and wrisis open 1o the world,
stumbling agains the chairs in the
darkness g5 another woman treads als
over the face and body of a fallen man.
This |u.|.||'|l::.'a5 image is ]:I'..:ll':. a1 elfece
of the fconle power of centain artlsts
bst fr also hins st the meandngfil
.|'|Ii1:|:|I:,' ettty line pernrrnanee anid
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Wendy Hopstoun ks asotber one ol
those performcers that recarring images
stick 1o with everlasing glue, She is
perhaps best known for ber unseutling
roslies 411 Bl '|:|||.;.-\..| al thieare work ol
V&, Her collaborations swith Loyd
Mewson from the mid Bds v the mid
Gk asmeriedd an errant feminine
presence within a body oF work
primarily concerned with the shape
and feel of masculine desine. When |
think of Howaowun | see ber 31 the end
ool Strange Fish, somiehow sanultanssily
resilicnt and frall, carcfully irying o
treadl a I\“'l LRI |t'-“.' APECOT LT ACTOss
the vt of 3 werket ol Ii.lrlk': e Wi
glasses. Howstoun tells me that pedple
often mdsremember this moment,
saying that she performed it in bare
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feet, but the distortion is merely an
index of the power of the image. It is
in extracrdinary sequence, full of the
fisk and emotional consequence wo
typical of DVEs work, but it ako 'S
something about Houstoun's own an
practioe As ||J'.:.".1l._.1|. performanoe this
is not w8 much choreography, as action
with obfecs It s unpredicrable,
process based, and stresyes the real
tire of ihe eveni: in sho, it bears the
formal hallmarks of performance ar
I many ways It is a mistake 1o
think of Howtoun fust as a dancer, or
iy approach her work solely throagh
the frame of dance aesthetics. Over the
fast 15 years she has collaborated with
an areay o -iy_m:'u Gl theatre and
pERGIIANDE ATTISES, Ioving I",-:.-|r'
waie i weath Lumibene & Soai, Fone
English and Nedl Bartdet, 1o mone
reCEnl perojects wilh Forced
Entertainment. The bist few years fave
I"'l-l 1 REEE E:i'l '.!‘."'u'{h_li" & H':I'J.I'_:\. i 'I
larmally inovatve solo works tha
shoould maks =ven the moss
comservitive dance critics cautions ol
e .'I:I'?I.!|I|u|l'-:.g}' and Cribical ﬂ'.'h_ll:l.’ll:‘l
The mring I u'|1. is still a 1,_-:,- CUHICET
ol her praciice, but the principal scenc
of her EXpeTimentation (s
choreography in relaion mw other
acstheetic clements of j1|.-r‘.-"|r|'|1.||||;-|;_
such a8 #ext, objects, place and music
She hay found new codlaborators for
this work in comnposer John Avery and
Tim Echells the wrlier and direcior
from Forced Entertainment. In the
rmuain the solo pieces fave been made
without external direction and without
the company of the mirror. Her
choreographic language remains chose
to that o her dance-theatre heritage,
with its melding of the everyday
gl'.':.'! ural [ nto more abstrace and
symbealic forms. The familiar sense of
physical risk and extremity is also
present, bat ber ofien dmulnneous
synuresis of spoken language with
movement and her use of sraegies
from performance an are taking her
into a radically different terriiory
Housioun's process often begine
with formal restrictions: thee may be
physical, textual, temparal, or musical,
bur they enable her to generate
movement sequences that are then
worked and re-worked (o different
relattons until she is happy with the
form. She operates no hard and fast
rule asound whether a section of a
piece will originate fram text,
movernert or sound. There s a healihy
quotient of thieving in this process,
from other chioreographic
vocabularies, from texiuval sources,

urith the material is fully appropriated
and “owned'. Sensing her way into the
miaterial, she moves by formal and Telt
assoctation which gives the work s
lived-in, orgaric and scamlbess feel. She
i concerned with keeping the marerial
open for & long as posdble, in 4 game
of sell trust, and she is ncreasingly
ate 4o shift the souciuee of the work
e in the process (she leame this from
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tor allewr an
improvisational
element into the work,
10} Exercise what she
calls “the l]:ll-ll]n.lﬂﬂ o]
your el muscle.”
Hoartoun is .'|-:1|.'||: in
the real-tisme tactics af
performance art, she revels in the
moment when the polish and |'|-|i.T: fall
avay and you ane lefi in an exposed
relation with the sudience. "1 am
chasing a dare that the theatre stage
does not hold amymaore, a dare that it is
also hard 1o conjure for yourself as a
dancer: o kpep the work alive and
|.|.|'I.=."_'1-:|'.'.'r| (8 'I.I:lu =

For Houstoun part of ghis liveness is
about identifying the habftual patterns
of movemient than her bochy
mnscmu:.l}' and ||l'||.-::|||qii:|un.]:.' folbevoes,
Onee they are found she can begin o
work with and murare then, perhaps
even unlearn them. Hovstsun wlle me
A SLOTy about hes AreCiors rl.-'hi-:il;'nl;':,' n
Morway. She had been having some
back trouble and decided o ke
advantage of their superior healtheare
system. The consultant i pointing ar an
X-ray of her back with some alarm and
explaining thar the disks of cartilage
that cushlon the vertebrae at the top
and hase of her spinc have almost
disippeared. Not knowing her

protession b fimads this ine splicabidi: for
3 woman of her age and agks if she has
ever suffered from a vielent Bl We
bt Jaugh, as Houstoun's working life
has been spent falling. In facy, this is
the oilyer "tranmmatie” {mage il
Houstoun that haunts me: she is briefly
frameed lo Lght as she falls h-e'|||3|'1.~.|'|.
fraom on high in the siage space inuo
the dark bebosw, Thie image s from the
opening of VRS If Only, Houstoun
would perform her nightly deop from

a 15 foot ladder into an unseen crash
mat. [n the decp of the night alter the
X-ray she wakes starded, her body
L.'I.I.Igh! 1] Ihq_‘ ;:ln‘.lu.[l: u{ 1h..'|l !l_-.'|.r|'|'l
trasumatie fall. But Howstoun is not
telling this for its familiar tale abom
the real toll of work at the edge. She is
more interested in the dream of falling
and the way her body has leammt and
kept the posture of that fall. In making
wiirk whe rles o And and break her
beacly’s habirs, It is 2 way of dancing
otherwise, not stmply apainsy what her
hrain tells her body 1o do, but what
her bady iself falls back on In moving:
a kind of creative de-programming of
her body memory. As with the dream
of falling, the psychic and emational
content ingrained in the flesh can be
used a5 2 penerative foroe in her work.

Soame LLughl. see her eclectbcism and
discipline jumping as a Lack of foous, a
restlessness which prevents Houstoun
El'l'_'-l1'| d'L"i.'FiI‘IHHH and ;|"|;:|"i|!u.|'|.E h{'r tuﬁ
as a dancer, But Houstoun is not
chasing perfection in the old
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discipdinary framee she has difliculty
'.:II-:*.I.'HI!A:!II‘lIIu:_: the li Al ol peirasin
which she suspects is still very much in
evidence in the contemposary dance
wenie, oven amongst some of the mone
inmwative dance-theatre [ LARLELE S £
She chinks that the poal of technical
r':':'.-'a'ul.'\'n'a.-l.' 1% alben 'I:I":I":I. A5 4 “'|'|:|' -Ild
erasing the preence of the performier,
a5 if the formal framework: conld stand
asicle from the PETRML EXCCUtng i 50
rather than secing the human
pecubiarities and ticks of the dancer as
coruptions of the work, she sees them
a5 an inevitable part of kts congens, She
doses not want 1o erase the personality
arwd andividuality of the perlonmer, b
instead work through these & oostent
Houstoun s approach to this
personalisation of form s compliex and
sithitle. Her work with autobdographical
elemenis s conditioned by 3 wnse of
|1:l:. and her ise of the et soual bs
always connectisd to wider social,
emoiional and sexual-political conoerna
True 1o her danoe-thexre roots she i
making work that s full of sexualiny
and desire, bt she has net Gllen o
the sodipsism and limited address of
somve of e corrent clutch of Brigish
wmall-scale physical theatre companies
Armidst all her interdisciplinary
shifting there is some irony then, in the
fact that the sesthetic ploy for which
ghe iz sl fend H.\.'m-tt_ ".l,!-l_'.ﬂclllﬂ as _':|!|.-|_'
moves, originates in the dance class. It
was here in the grip of repetitive
physical proceses, where the tutor
slipped fluidly berween talking and
dancing, that Houstoun first felt the
theatrical power of the combination.
She began 1o see that this play between
word and body never resolved into an
illsrrative relation where action was
mastered by speech, but instead
lanpuage moved in an abstract way,
dissolved it sense and learnt a different
rhythm. *1 could nod understand why
aryone would want to pet rid of tha
articulation in their work. There is no
silence in 2 dancer 5 brain, but someone
has put it in their mouth. 1 kept looking
at mute dancers on siape and
wondering what are you thinking?’ 5o
I found a way 10 liberate that energy,
which & more E:ll"l."\-t'lll 1§ I!]l.l_r Process,
rather than hide it behind the work.”
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