What do you call an opera that employs
avast array of vocal stles and minimal
staging, blends eastern and western
music, incorporates a number of
exotic instruments and ethnic
theatrical styles and features a central
character who is plaved by two actors?
Well, ifvou are Chinese composer Tan
Dun, you call it Marco Polo, and then
vou watch it go on to become one of
the most talked-about musical
achievements of the decade.

Marco Polo was premiered at one of
the world’s most prestigious
contemporary arts festivals,
Miinchener Biennale. The five sold-
out performances and crescendo of
applause at repeated curtain-callsis
ample testimony to the destined
success of Tan Dun's crowning
achievement. A concertversion was
then performed at the distinguished
Holland Festival. Dubbed a “cult
opera” and “operavision™, here is
what some of the critics had to say:
“So many bewitehingly melodic dancers.
so many wonderfully flexible singers one
bas not seen nor beard together in one
Place at one time fora long while.”
DieZeit
“Tan Dun s Marco Polo is not so much
comventional opera. Rather. it is poetry
— an auntobiograpbical
testimony sublimated into
great music of nuiversal power.
Astriking event.”
De Volkskrant
“lucredibly rich and sensnons
nmisic...even the softest
passages bit the andience with
(e powerof audsian tornado.”
Miinchner Merkur
“Martha Clarke’s production
was elegantly inventive.”
The limes
Shortly after its premiére,
Marco Polo is already recognized as a
remarkable contribution to the
operatic arena. A unique, ground-
breaking work, it has made its mark on
stages in the world’s cultural hubs —
Munich, Amsterdam and now, of
course, Hong Kong.

“..in the mmsic of Tan Dun. sounds are
central to the nature in which we live, hut
1o which we bave toolong not listened.
Tan Dun's nmisic is one we needas East

aud West come together as onr one home.”

- John Cage

[n spite of growing up during the
Cultural Revolution and all its creative
suppressions, Tan Dun is now famous
asan artist of international
importance, and is certainly one of the
most celebrated Chinese composers
living today.

Music: Tan Dun

After graduating from the Central
Conservatory, Tan moved to New York
and has been working and living there
ever since. His work as a composer has
gained him a score of prestigious
awards and commissions, including
the coveted Glenn Gould Award and

Japan's Suntory Prize Commission. Hlis

numerous compositions have been
performed at venues and festivals
worldwide by such groups as the
London Sinfonietta, the Tokyo
Symphony, the Netherlands Radio
Symphony, the Kronos Quartet, and the
BBC Scottish Symphony, where he is
now Resident Conductor/ Composer.
In 1994, Tan's CD, On Taoism, was
selected by the BBC as one of that
vear’s best recordings.

Marco Polo signifies the most daring

undertaking to date by this ambitious
composer, conductor and performer.

That Tan Dun chose Marco Polo for the
subject of his opera is hardly
surprising. Himselfa voyager between
continents, Tan admits identifving with
the legendary traveller, and he is
inclined to romanticize — with all the
stlistic resources at his disposal — the
hero’s journey of
self-discovery. Tan
savs, “Opera

Libretto: Paul Griffiths

phenomenon:
the geographic
expedition from
West to East: a
spiritual journey
from the known
to the unknown;
and finally, a
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parallel musical
pilgrimage with
Indian, Tibetan,
Chinese and
medieval European instruments
adding their voices to the traditional
orchestra and chorus.

The hero of the tale is divided in two:
Marco (mezzo-soprano) is being,
action, the man as seen from outside;
Polo {dramatic tenor) is memory,
intuition, the man as felt from inside.
As the former makes his way from an
Italian piazza to China’s Great Wall in
four scenes, the latter moves through
the “four-
chaptered” Book

of Timespace— %

Winter, Spring, | e
Fall and Summer. > &8
While Marcois =

accompanied by
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is complicated, butitis the best
possibility of producing a mirror-
image of one's own soul and one’s own
life”. If Marco Polo can e seen as a
reflection of its composer and his own
travels, itis also much more.

Marco Polo, an “opera within an
opera”, is an exciting breakthrough of
music and theatre, an innovative fusion
of eastern and western styles, crossing
musical, cultural and philosophical
boundaries. Throughout the 100-
minute performance, multi-ethnic
elements such as Peking Opera,
Kabuki theatre, Indonesian shadow
play and Tibetan ritual contribute to
the opera‘'scompellingmessage, giving
ita “universal accent”.
The eponvmous journey is depicted
on-stage as a three-fold
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his jesting companion Rustichello and
otherBeings, Polo interacts with
Shadows, echoes of such historical
figures as Dante, Shakespeare and Li Po.

This fascinating, experimental four de

Sferceis given over to the equally

innovative direction of Martha Clarke,
adirector / choreographer of
international renown. For Tan Dun’s
Marco Polo, Clarke’s dramatically
reduced, abstract staging provides a
perfect counterpoint to the composer’s
sensuous musical theatre and a perfect
compliment to Griffiths’ sparse,
impressionistic libretto. Under
Clarke’s guidance, bare scenic
indications are used to stunning effect
—in a dune/wave-like landscape,
exotically-clad dancers express the full
range of human emotion with elegant
gestures reminiscent of pantomime.
Time and again, Clarke illustrates the
demanding avant-garde

- »

elements of Marco Polo viaa
restrained vet striking mise en scene.
Ier gifts as a director are embellished
by those of her set designer Debra
Booth, costume designer Jane
Greenwood and lighting designer
Stephen Strawbridge. Combining the
needs of authenticity with those of
aesthetics, these designers created
spaces, forms, costumes and
atmospheres that suited the needs of a
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historically-based masterpiece, vet
instinctively followed Clarke’s
inventive conceptions.

Finally. a number of gifted.
experienced singers and dancers
participated in special workshops
connected to the extensive rehearsals.
As the vocalists successfully explore
the most remote corners of the human
voice, the dancers celebrate new and
varied forms of dance theatre.
Together they put forth this artistically
breathtaking work, which will be put
on stage in Hong Kong next February,
celebrating the Hong Kong Arts
Festival's 25th Anniversary.

Todd Shaw
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Mark Morris’
Neoclassical
Modern Dance

From 1988 to 1991, Mark Morris’
dance company was the resident
company of the Théatre Royal de la
Monnaie in Brussels, Belgium. For the
European dance audience, Mark
Morris might be no more than a new
imported choreographictalent. For
American dance lovers, however, he is
agreatmaster who represents the
summation of the once glorious
tradition of American modern dance
and who has brought his achievements
to Europe.

Among those who have left a mark on
American modern dance history,
Isadora Duncan freed dance from the
cliché and bloodless body language of
traditional ballet. Martha Graham
found the source of movementin the
human spine, in so-called contraction
(complete inhalation of breath) and
release (utter exhalation), while Doris
Humphrey considered fall and
recovery the eternal laws of bodily
movement. Merce Cunningham
adopted an approach opposite to
Graham’stechnique and explored the
various possibleinterpretations of
bodilymovements. In the American
modern dance tradition and in the
views of American modern dancers,

% %f 1988 4 » % - SIS
M IR T A
]ﬁg‘ﬂf B R B
B - SHBOH SO

. Rifi » % - AN

A
ﬁ ﬁ B $ERBRER 1
E‘ {v AL TSR

LR S 3
% % WL K o

HELRBBR IR
f]@ Eﬁ KIBHH - B
(Isadora Duncan) /B
GEEEOIORERL
itk S e
B - gﬁﬁﬁﬂ (Martha

Graham) & A B8 HEAG
TP B A 5 o bk

X FiL

modern dance is an interpretation of
pure movement of forms and
technique invention. Although Mark
Morris has danced with post-modern
dance companies such as Laura Dean
Dancers and Musicians, post-modern
dance styles have left no trace on him.

{n contemporary American dance,
besides Mark Morris Dance Group,
there are other equally prestigious
companies such as Paul Taylor’s and
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Merce Cunningham’s company. While
Cunningham continues to offer us new
focuses of dance, Taylor demonstrates
the relations between movements in
daily lives and dance movements.
Morris, on his part, adopts an
approach which is a return to classical
aesthetics.

His masterpiece L' Allegro, il
Penseroso ed il Moderato is regarded
by critics as the work which can best

fﬁﬁf'ﬁ L’A llegro, il Penseroso ed il
Moderato BEFXBRARERTE R
RAENNER s KhERRET LiHLE
B ABE - XA John Milton)
LR fER ALK BEE (George
Frideric Handel) 7] & 1 B 8 fU AR » £
ERHERRT TL LR —frif Ak
KERHKBRFRE - HKT (William
Blake) SR K WHET1E MERMI B 1 » KR
rYESENRELR o
REREE o AN BE  —mEH %N
AR BADBAHRERERER
BRELAKSEH - BEOBAHR ;
RED T EUAEREREASHRRN
54 inERERBERT > W KR
FXRBAARMEE - LAHET M
R (canon) AL BERNER
1o Bx - REMNBER AL EELE

illustrate his style and talent. The
dance piece is based on two poems of
the same name by the famous 17th
century poet John Milton and a Handel
score of the same title. Morris also
draws inspiration from William Blake,
a 19th century English water-colourist
withavisionary outlook, creating
colourful dance images based on his
illustrations of Milton's poems.

Morris’ classicism is nearer to the
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expressive styles of the founder of
American modern dance Isadora
Duncan than to the stylized and
artificial classic ballet. In his work,
some 20 dancers clad in pastel-
coloured chiffon costumes criss-cross
the stage like migratory birds, flooding
it with all sorts of colours of nature.
Both in the canon, which arranges for
dancers to appear in turn, and in the

| kaleidoscopic patterns, Morris’ work
| echoes the moving drama and

emotions in the structure or
vocabulary of Baroque music.

Morris’ obsession of using dance
aesthetics to visualize music is like that
of apainter. He declares that he tries to
show the affecting quality of music by
transforming its rhythm and contentin
his dance works, using this simple and
direct process to demonstrate how
dance music forges a union of the
human spirit and nature.

In the finale of L'Allegro, il Penseroso
ed il Moderato, the dancers keep
surging forward from the two sides of
the stage and disappearing from sight,
forming a succession of waves. The
incessant flow of human waves pushes
the joyous feeling and the dance piece
to a climax. Against the assumption
that modern dance always expresses
the struggles and dark sides of life
through a difficult symbolism, Morris
reminds us that it can also be
refreshing, graceful and pleasing.
Daniel Yeung

(Translator: Chan Tsing Man)
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“A New Dance Piece by Pina Bausch”
is co-produced by the Hong Kong
Arts Festival Society. Goethe-Institut
Hong Kong and Tanztheater
Wuppertal Pina Bausch

(GHE - CAMRER) HBRBRITKE -
FEKBE REE - QR SHERER
AERGRME

I've just watched a television
programme of Pina Bausch rehearsing
her Tanztheater Wuppertal troupe.
The documentary was shot 14 vears
ago as the ensemble prepared a new
piece, Waltzes, to be premiered in
Amsterdam. But what Pina Bausch
brought out of her dancers remains as
fresh and relevant now as it was then:
the whole range of human emotions
expressed through the medium of
dance.

And now Pina Bausch is coming to
Hong Kong.
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Inatremendous coup for the Arts
Festival, Pina Bausch and her dancers
will come to the territoryin October
1996 for three weeks to create a new
work specially for Hong Kong.

Experiencing the city and its people,
the dancers will take their impressions
of Hong Kong's atmosphere, its mood
and its lifestyles into their training and
into the dance theatre piece they are

to create.

Pina Bausch — “the uncrowned
empress of modern dance theatre™
(Newsweek), “perhaps the most
influential creative force in world
theatre today ... Inspiration to an
entire generation of choreographers
and dance theatre-makers”. (The
Scotsman).

There isn't a great deal more praise
that can be awarded to Pina Bausch.
Like many modern choreographers,
she has her devotees. And, of course,
she also has her critics.

But whether adored or detested, she
rarely provokes indifference, the
reaction to her works tends to be very
strong.

The reason is that she portrays human
emotion, often at its rawest and most
honest. Pina Bausch is always “less
interested in the way people move, as
to what moves them™.

She unearths things about ourselves
that we are perhaps unwilling to know
about. She shakes us out of
complacency to involve us in what the
dancersare presenting.

And with the repetition that figures so
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prominently, the emotions are often
magnified, exaggerated to a painful
degree.

Her work is 2 mixture of joy and
despair, of light and dark. There are
moments of tragedy and comedy, of
violence and tenderness. But hope is
always present, often as the last word
in the closing moments of her works.
A kaleidoscopic world of images,
ideas, sights and sounds, the
dance incorporates singing
and speaking, evervday
movements, frequent and
sometimes brutal repetitions,
staged in eve-catching,
enigmatic settings (the stage
covered in grass, mud, water,
or strewn with 3,500 plastic
carnations for the production
of Carnations) and with
highly evocative music. The
performances are highly theatrical and
intensely personal.

It can be a bruising experience for the
dancers and spectators alike.

There is more, much more, that can be
said about Pina Bausch, her works and
the Tanztheater Wuppertal.

So what can Hong Kong expect?
Actually, no one is really sure what the
new work will be like. Probably even
Pina Bausch herself doesn't know how
it will work out.

This is the sixth site-inspired dance
piece to be created by Pina Bausch, but
it has no definite title yet.

Yes, it will reflect the impressions the
dancers gain of Hong Kong during
their stay, though it will not be
specificallyabout Hong Kong. Yes, it
will probably be a revue-like
performance, fusing dance and
dialogue in dream-like sequences
intercut with various plots running in
parallel. And human emotions and
human relations are sure to play a
major role.

The rehearsals filmed for the television
documentary may provide some
pointers. The days start with ballet
coaching at 10 o'clock, followed by
rehearsals at 2 o'clock and 6 o'clock.

On Day One, Pina asks her dancers to
write a sentence, any sentence, a

simple sentence. Then they are asked
to present it with gestures to see if the
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others can understand it.

On Day Two, Pina has brought her baby
to rehearsals. She wanders around the
room carrying her son. The dancers
pair off and try to imitate her.

Pina puts questions to her ensemble: a
symbol for freedom, setting a trap for
someone, 4 song to a tree, playing
games to subdue fear, taking the top off
aboiled egg, using a trick to create
something new.

Day Three features a discussion about
relationships and how people destroy
each other; we do not hear any music,
nor see any dance until Day Six. Where
they are going, no one seems to know,
though Pina discards the idea that the
finished piece is truly improvisation:
there are questions, there are answers
and there is a lot of hard word.

On Day Seven, Pina asks everyone to
describe and explain “when vou cry,
how do vou cry”. She concentrates on
the physical aspects, what happens to
the mouth, the breathing, what sounds
are made. This is no prurient digging
into the private lives of her dancers,
she does not force them to reveal why
they cry, they are never asked to do
what they don’t want to do.

The next day features something
similar. The description she asks for
this time is laughter, only it has to be
how they used to laugh in the past and
told withoutemotion. It is the “how"
she is looking for, not the “why".
Because “why" is specific to one
person, one situation, while
“how" conveys the emotion to
everyone.

All the rehearsals seem to be
based on very simple things,
but there is a tremendous focus
of concentration. Even when
the dancers, who come from all
over the world, are playing
around, having fun, something
is happening, something is
taking shape.

By Day 45 the premiére is not
too far distant. But there is still
no fixed structure, no title.

The dancers have been writing
notes of what they feel, the
sequence of movements they
have performed, their answers
to the questions they have been
set. Now Pina tests them in
detail. A lot of what they have is
thrownout,some is repeated,
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bits stay as they are and are repeated,
the order of some parts is rearranged,
then repeated again. The process of
putting the dance together has begun.

One day at the beginning, Pina set her
dancers the task of presenting
different ways of caressing. Of all the
improvisations that emerged, one was
kept and is now retrieved, resurrected
and combined with an improvisation
on another theme.

The work goes on, changes are made,
things are added, rearranged up to the
last minute before the opening
performance.

It is a collective endeavour. Each
dancer is involved in the creative
process, actively participating in and
contributing to the new work with their
opinions, criticism, advice. Not least,
and most painfully, they contribute
their emotions.

This is how Pina Bausch developes her
dance theatre, and this is probably
what will happen in Hong Kong.

On their return to Wuppertal, the
group will refine and rework the
different elements of the new piece.
The premiére will take place in Hong
Kongon 7 March 1997 during the
Hong Kong Arts Festival.

I'm not exactly what you call a dance
buff, but I've just watched a video of
Pina Bausch rehearsing. 1 will be first
in line when tickets go on sale.

Nicholas Oates
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