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New Theatrical Forms
Need New Performance Sites

An art-event needs a different space than that
required by an artificial event. The one
seems launched from below, the other sta-
ged from above. Artists ond gudiences
who feel as though they belong to the
vanguard have long since preferred to
present and view performances in
unhegted factory halls or subway tun-
nels rather than in artificially heated

or air-conditioned civic theaters,
Sometimes it almost seems like unin-
tentional self-parody: whoever and
whatever claims to be aesthetically
advanced dwells in a garage. Only
established theatrical forms, which
are oriented towards the past, still
feel comfortable on traditional sta-
ges. The social contrast of yesteryear

no longer exists.

In Shakespeare's day, no roof covered
the heads of the ,groundlings” as
they stood, by rain or shine, watching
the performances; French and Italian
opera fans in the 18th century com-
pensated for the large distance be-
tween them and the singers on the di-
stant Mount Olympus of the stage by
jeering and heckling in loud voices,
whence the admonition to ,Keep quiet over
there in the cheap seats!" In today’s democratic
society, access to the theater is potentially

available to all classes. Commoners occupy expensive
seats in theaters, many of which were originally built
under feudal social systems. The binary division of so-
ciety has become an ideological decision or simply a
question of taste. This bifurcation no doubt derives
from new and different aesthetic requirements. A site
which has not been predefined and delimited as a
theatrical space provides seemingly unlimited free-
dom for the imagination. Its only boundaries are the
bodies of the performers themselves. This is why a cho-
reographer like William Forsythe can, without contra-
diction, present his works equally well in o garage or in
Vienna's opulent Burgtheater.

The symmetry of classical ballet, which achieves its
optimal effects when viewed from the front and per-
formed on a slightly raked proscenium stage, appears
only as an allusion, as it were within quotation marks,
in early pieces like Artifact or Impressing the Czar.
Each dancer represents a self-contained unity and func-
tions as the generator of an infinitely variable diversity
of movements whose center and origin can be prac-
tically any part or any joint of the body. Following in La-
ban’s footsteps, Forsythe's dancers each carry their own
sphere of activity along with them, and they define the
limits of those spheres only by the extension of their
limbs and the extent of their own auras. The organiza-
tion of several dancers within the space is no longer
subservient to geometrical demands, but is now solely
determined by the specific requirements of each de-
sired atmosphere and by the relationships intended
between the figures on stage.
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Forsythe's research into ballet and the dancer's body is
also intended to deconstruct the ideology of dance it-
self. What budgetary constraints originally compelled
Balanchine to do, i. e. to dispense with opulent stage
sets in favor of the famous blue cyclorama upstage, is
now the result of a conscious decision on Forsythe's
part. A few sculptures may be hung from the flies above
the stage (os in Limb's Theorem) or several graphic
panels may be used to divide the space (os in Artifact),
but these objects are never mere décor; instead, they
are alwaoys closely related to the content of the parti-
cular piece whose performance space they share.
Stage lighting, however, is of far greater importance than
any stage set. The light creates the space. [t brightens
or fades, interposes itself between spectator and
dancer like a veil of aloofness, emphasizes the relative
rather than absolute character of the events on stage,
oreven creates illusions. And it demarcates visual focal
points. fn Enemy in the Figure, the dancers themselves
manipulate the sources of light by wheeling the spot-
lights across the stage. Real-time video projections in
Forsythe’s Sleepers Guts appear as a pure lie, as fiction.
Early in the 1990s, and as a result of his interest in the
work of the deconstructivist Daniel Libeskind, Forsythe
defined the stage as o field of architectonic experi-
mentation where he presented the results of his re-
search into a shifted, deformed and dismembered geo-
metry. At the same time, he also continued to work on
the deconstruction of movement itself. The computer
is an important component in his work: dancers use a
computer to print out the variable sequences within
their movement series, and they take their cues to en-
ter the performance space from the time-code numbers
on a computer monitor. Dancing bodies, light, new
media: these three elements are the raw materials of
which contemporary choreographers assemble their
pieces. In every respect, William Forsythe's pieces are
the most spectacular ones, partly but not sofely be-



