JILL SYKES chronicles
an extraordinary
project which joined
Japanese butoh with
the Australian outback
in a strange but
beautiful marriage of
contrasts

Lake Mungo, in far west NSW
there s land and there & sky. A
et of sand dunes and & low
rise of native pines barely disturd the
360 degree horizon. There are no
chouds and the sun drenches the land-
AR In white lght.
On the bed of the dry lake. baked to
4 of per
with dark glasses and their heads
swathed against the elements stand
and fall and rise again with aching
showness.
Their outdoor stage is shared with
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flies, bull ants, prickies, saitbush and
battiing dassies, # skylack that hovers
and sings. The breathiess hest & sud-
denly disturbed by a rush of wind
winich raises puffs of dust and rusties
the grasses.

The quiet, incisive voice of Tess de

tions designed 10 spark mood and
motivation: “Something ke & tight
finid of butterflies... Galah wings
Kangaroo bums... Use your body, think
with your body eyes.”

Neardy, lighting designer Geoff
Cobham 15 layng astonshing lengths of
flex through the saltbush = he sts up
performance lights — aa sbsurd the-
Strical Itrusion 0N the NIl environ-
ment.

And yet, when the moment comes
for the premiere of Body Weather's
Square of infinity the folloesng neght,
there is & swrprising equanimity
between the presentation of stylised
movement and the surroundings. The
MOt jarring element ieems 10 be i,
the sudience, who have (ome hundreds
of country kilometres 10 s DenDOINT
on the map which seems 1 De in some
FEOGrRDNIC A CHONOGIH lmbo,

Mungo National Park, run by the
NSW National Parks and Wildlife

Service, is an extraordinary place. ity
wosed s yreided ol inds
of information about Austraiia’s
Aboriginal past, inciuding the 25,000-
year-old remains of an Aboriging
WOman whose MMtusl burial & the oidest
recorged ampwhers in the workd.

For Tess de Ouencey, t was & perfect
site for 4 performance project built on
3 combination of Waeish tenacity, an
stfinity for Australia acquired as she
grew up in this country, and years of
butoh experience in Japan with Min
Tanaka and the Mai-juky Performance
Company
The sxpression Body Weather dou-
bies as & titie for the group and a
descriptive name of the training
2pproach deveioped by Min Tanska. in
tormal terms, de Quincey outlines ity
theory and I0DIATON i these words:

*Body Weather aims 10 provide the
oppOrtunity 10 thoroughly reassess and
investigate the body, peeing off habits
and cuttural TaDpIngs 10 touch on the
bare body, undecorsted and unassim-

derline between the two constantly
questioned and redefined. It & also an
examination of the body a5 3 Desrer of
hustory.

“The ancient, bare bones of the
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Australian continent, ity vast space.

reference within which to work. The
chowce of 3 Severt site for the develop-
ment of this prOMCT has been made in
onuderatson of the potental that the
character of the outback provides, in
terms Aot only of the Aatursl environ.
ment Dut 40 immediate JcCess 10 Our
past and the extremities of time and
pace.”
50 what does all this mean n prac
tice? A gruelling regime of physic
DreORratION. Tesearch and repoNse
the snviconment, culminating in the
shaping of a performance which
efiects Those expenences and (OMveys
them = the anguage of Movement.
For Peter Fraser, Leah Grycawict
e Hague, Nikki Heywood, Stuart
Lynch. Russedt Milledge, Phullip Mills
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and Meike Muller, it means seven
weeks' solation from ity distractions.

ng lifestyle with your fefiow perform-
ors, endless questionsng of yourself snd
your values. The process is as much
mental a5 physcal in its sims 0 ser-
tise and Srengthen the Dartiipants.
They might spend an RO examiniong
wvery detail of a square matre of
ground and the equrvalent space above
£, a0 hour moving 0nly on i fours, an
hour biindfoided. Thewr contact with
the €3rA. DIANtE and treet was elemen
tai. They 0id amaning things like waik
ng n il wands and darkness Towards
the spproaching dawn, linked by string
Reid Detween thewr teeth — ondy 10 get
10 the CHOTEN VIeWOGINt 100 early 10
they nearty froze wiie they wasted

They recount this incident with a
mixture of humour and pride. It
pears 10 be the kind of mind-and
DOty endurance exercse which helped
10 forge sach 3 DOtERT SDHT Of respect
and caring between them. And, of
ourse, it had 3 purpose in heiping to
S sway e 908 I Order 10 get in
TR With their inner seives, Gicover
g peeper layers of understanding and
erpretaton

On the more dasic side, thew Dreos
ration was assisted in the last few
weeks Dy the presence of maro

festyle and cooking teacher Sandra
Rotheraine. She watched and atered
for them as individuals and & grou.
responding to thew needs for food that
would lift them or Calm them with an
appeaiing varsety of MANtious oMb
Aaton.

This detailed attention 10 the whole
person gave a Kind of riwthanic unity to
the fragmented segments of the oro
jact a3 they ware pulled together with
gathering momentum Over the st two
days on site. The five muncians, who
had joined the collaboration only in
the last week, were Dringing together
SOUNTICAOE AN INDIOVIITIONS with &
Seadtine-drifen ntensty which wousd

PHOTOS BY HEIDRUN LOHR

find its peak during the presentation’s
W-day maon at Sydney's Performance
Space

Starting work at §.30am on & film
with anematographer Roman Baska
the dancers recreated sequences
amongst the lancline-drenched timbers
of the I9th century shearing shed
morning light and & cold wind siang
through the 11ab walls on to bodies
dad in nothing more substantial than
USRI DANTS.

Next they were out in the rapedly
hesting air, rolling down 3 sand dune
2t blistenng speed and Creating aston
shing sound effects of flesh meeting
sand. After That. there were refedarsai
n the full glare of the wun and then &
0 starting at sunset. They
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gt finish untd after § pen

Not svery day wat 10 ong, but the
WOKIOBS Wil STTePUOUS — 3nd rEward
ng. All but one of !he performers had
taken part in the first stage of the pro
€<t aver 3 shorter penod the year
before. and there had Seen certain
eXpRCLatons Of the Creatve nput from
the snvironment. Sut Aature
vened: the drought broke as t
srrived and there wal MOre raan than
Rad Deen known @ the sred for years
This was what shaped Square of
nfinrty.

De Quincey had envisaged & faurly
sow-paced unfoiding of action set
3ganst the seemngly endless Norizon

Butoh in Mungo:
dancing in the outback

IT'S RAINING IN MUNGO

Japanese butoh dance in the Australian outback?

nstead. with the weather constantly
changing — coid and wet 10 ROt some-
times il 3t once — the mood turned
nto 3 buffeting confrontation with
powers beyond human control set
Sganat 3 wense of rebirth and survival
Deyond the odds

For the rain brought huge changes 1
Lake Mungo: & green <o newe
grasses and huge number
ars. Diue-tongued lizards, Daby kangs
008, even Shieid SNOIMES. whose Dured
gt can wait for years unti 3 reaily
good rainfall prompts them into &
growth cycie

All this was ODServed, Tesearched and
expressed th

Svkes describes a beautiful mamage of contrast

which material was drawn and deve
oped for parformance. Whils the bas
vOCADUIATY Was GISUACTively Butoh
tight formality was tempered by
axpanTve erveronment. This wat & ge
HNE Meeting DOMNT DEtween JI04N ¥
Austraiia

For the performers, whose uiusl oc
Dations include KuIPtor, actor, librarny
and tai OV teacher, the process of mas
ng Squace of Infinity wias & SDANGDOS
for new ventures in vanous direc
They ik easdy about t beng “a
that takes you out of your natur
bady” and “3 different way of seen
things and breaking oid habrts. like
new skin 3 & person and an arvst * B




