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Spaces in Texts

The Audio and Visual Plays by
Performance Artist Helena Waldmann

Helena Waldmann is a researcher in the field of gazes.
Her stagings establish fantastic experimental condi-
tions which play with the gudience's desires; they
create visible and oudible spaces which confront the
audience with the eroticism of proximity to the stage.
In Marguerite Duras' text The Sickness Death, which
Helena Waldmann staged in 1993, o man pays a
woman. He pays for her presence, for her willingness
to make love, for her body's openness to his gaze, his
body, his yearning, his desire. Perhaps for a day,
perhaps for an entire lifetime. She names her price. He
agrees. Within the text, the space for this erotic expe-
riment is a room, a bed, a terrace overlooking the sea.
The sea contains the same desire, the same feminine
form which is the source of the man's uneasiness, the
source of a movement. In Waldmann's staging, the
spectators participate in the protagonist's voyeurism.
They lie beneath plastic sheets that have been filled
with gelatin and a variety of other materiols and colors;
they watch as the body of dancer Kiri McGuigan glides
between the layers of transparent plastic. Dance in
slow motion brings the woman's body into unprece-
dented proximity; a moment later, her body becomes a
distant silhouette, a filmed image, as aloof and ab-
stroct as a contemporary painting or video artwork.
The text too is within the space, replayed on audio tape,
plainly spoken, occasionally distorted through repeti-
tions, stillness, omissions or changes of direction. Peter
Handke's German translation of Duros' extremely
erotic text is spoken by the dancer herself, whose
slight Scottish accent adds another level of resistance.
As her body sensually progresses through the gelatin,
her voice passionately works its way through the
spoken words.

In the text, it is the female body which is infinitely
present yet simultaneously unattainable. The man ap-
proaches that body, moves away, returns to it, pene-
trates it, yet never overcomes the difference. Wald-
mann'’s installation gives the spectators space to par-
ticipate in or divorce themselves from his lust. Despite
the intimacy of the situation, the beholder as voyeur is
free, much the way the simple availability of o chair
provides one with freedom to sit and watch a video in-
stallation in @ museum. ,Try to see it. You've paid for
the privilege.”

Literary texts are the starting points of Helena Wald-
mann's works. Her idea for a theatrical installation
fundamentally derives from the pleasure she takes in
the text itself. Each of her installations uses the vari-
ous instruments available in a theater — the body in
space, the human voice, lights, text, sound — and
brings these elements into a transformed and exciting
relationship. She creates a text-space which the spec-
tator can enjoy, in an uncommon way, as a radio
drama andfor visual event. And each new text-space
redefines the spectator's position.

In part because of her background as a theater direc-
tor, Helena Waldmann's interest is devoted to a tex-
tual practice which emphasizes personal composition
of methods rather than stressing the ways in which
(theater® is interpreted. This personal composition
leads to dance as a means of putting distance between
o text and the act of speaking; it leads away from the
inevitably false claims and pretences of bad theater,
both of which pretend to dominate o text or an image
on stoge. Her work becomes especially interesting
when it creates irritations, enigmatic contradictions
between the staging on the one hand and the limits of

TANZPLATTFORM DEUTSCHLAND

1994 1996 1998 2000

Berlin Frankfurt Miinchen Hamburg

significance us determined by the human body on the
other. The mystery takes shape within the spectators,
sparks their urge to see, hear and reflect upon the me-
dio. This mode of perception is similar to the pleasure
we experience when we read o good book in solitude.
The pleasure lies in the joy of inventing our own im-
ages; the outhor's precise, polyphonic composition
serves os the catalyst of our own personal ,readings’.
Waldmann is o technician of performance, ond this
may also include the encounter between several art-
ists. She is mare of a theater director than o choreo-
grapher in the narrower sense of the word.

The theater, as a room for collective experience, can
give space to this ,pleasure of reading o good book in
solitude”. It can lead us to reflect upon nearness, dis-
tance, and upon the wholly corporeol preconditions of
perception — and such considerations have olways
been and still are essential to theater itself. In Wald-
mann’s stagings, the spectators are turned atop rota-
ting stages, or lie beneath the action and observe it
through o tautly stretched transparent stage; they
may hear the text through headphones or witness the
action only indirectly, in mirrors which reflect a cun-
ningly designed architecture of light, sound, space and
human bodies.

The spectators who view the sickness death lie com-
fortably supine beneath the staged events; but in sain-
te-sebaste (1994) and circuit (1995), Waldmann finds
an entirely different solution for this reflection about
the relationships between the body of the oudience
and the bodies on the stage. In these latter pieces, the
spectators sit atop a rotating stage while the per-
formers — a singer, light and sound technicians, and a
huge, omnipresent eye — are stationed on motionless
risers behind the rotating audience. Once again, the
central point of the staging is the female body: dancer
Angélique Willkie, androgynous, elevated in sublime
beauty atop a minimal stage. The perpetual rotation of
the stage (and thus of the oudience as well] produces
continual changes in the staged situation and in one's
view of that situation, and it also creates a subtle
threat. The texture is provided by descriptions of Saint
Sebastian, by the eroticism of destructive fantasies
and the invulnerability of the dancer's beautiful body.
The various actions of the lights, sound, voice and eye
are coordinated with these textual descriptions.



