RTERE 'O NSES TR ST e N

Old Krapp had it easy. In order to remember, all he had to do was flip through his old catalogue, pull the

right box out of a stack, and finally, with great pleasure and a satisfied grin, take the "spooool” out of its

cover. The tapes play back his own voice.

They are recordings of his personal experiences, which he has saved in this manner year after year,

for over thirty years, and which he plays back with running commentary in a never-ending cycle of irrevoca-

bility. In a life that has run its course, the past can no longer be explored or transformed by any current

experiential horizon — it is useless, mechanically reproducible knowledge, no longer capable of

inspiring anything in the present.

BY GERALD SIEGMUND

Since the premiere of Samuel Beckett's play 'Krapp's Last Tape' in 1958, the
voices have multiplied. It is no longer our own voice alone penetrating
unmistakably to our ear out of the past in order to ensure our

identity. A myriad of strange voices insinuates itself between myself and
me, until that which is my own is no longer distinguishable from that
which is foreign. The Hamburg choreographer Jan Pusch called his piece
‘Wish | Was Real' in order to demarcate the chasm between one's own per-
ceptions and those of the other. Advertising, video and disc collections, the
Internet, CD-ROM, and other electronic storage media - not to mention
good old-fashioned radio, television and film —explode the present into a
fantasmagorical space that does not allow for the reality of death. Old
corpses live longer.

It no longer seems possible to have a self-enclosed past like the one
of Beckett's figures, who were already incapable of dying back then, caught
in their endless endgames. The state of the media has come to a head, and
made the impulsive rummaging through notepads superfluous. The tapes
are running all the time, simultaneously, in heavy rotation. The gates of our

cultural memory stand wide open, and through them waft the images and
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voices of a past that Krapp, forty years ago, did not even suspect to be his own. Voices that can be called up
quickly and arbitrarily, without delay; voices accompanied by ghostly images that do not show a body cor-
responding to the speaker. Contemporary dance immerses itself in the very midst of this information
stream, perhaps predestined to do so more than any other art form because of its great capacity for
abstraction and its flexible means. It can deal with questions concerning the transformation of
subjectivity or, equally well, investigate our processes of perception, which it stands com pletely on their
head.

In Thomas Plischke's production ‘Events For Television (Again),' Merce Cunningham carries on a
sophisticated conversation about art with Marcel Duchamp. "Dancing is movement in time and space; its
possibilities are bound only by our imaginations and our two legs,” says Cunningham, who made —at the
intersection of modernism and post-modernism ~a radical incision between the individual experiences of
the body and its capacity for movement. Igor Stravinsky holds forth on the genesis of 'Le Sacre du prin-
temps;’ Mary Rambert, Nijinsky's assistant at the 1913 premiere, reminisces; and Millicent Hodson speaks
about her reconstruction of the lost choreography.

While this remembering is going on, the audience is witness to a further reconstruction. Plischke
does not present the original as though it were the first time, however. He makes the distance, the RE-play-
ing, clearly felt. Instead of delivering a reconstruction that is supposedly true to the original, which would
be an impossible aim in any case, Plischke integrates this iconic breakthrough piece into a construction of
new contexts and perspectives that question the status and the means of the original. With this fragmen-
tation, he opens up a space of investigative recollection between voice and body, in which the dancers, the
audience, and the dance reexamine themselves questioningly. In the process, the boundaries between all
the participants in the theatrical space are redrawn.

The dance of the ‘gos betakes itself in search of traces: traces of its own history, like with Thomas
Plischke; traces of an identity — its own identity, its body and movements. What constitutes dance in rela-
tion to the myths and documents in which it is handed down? How is dance manifested in the perception

of the audience, between what is remembered and what is seen? Under the analytical gaze of the new
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dance generation, the object increasingly dissolves, and is newly reconstructed. It shatters into a thousand
shimmering shards whose myriad facets no longer allow us to speak of what dance or choreography may
“"actually” be.

The fleeting and undocumentable nature of performance insinuates itself self-reflexively into the
choreographic process and begins, as a logical consequence, to undermine it. Dance in the ‘gos has aban-
doned the search for an ontology in favour of what the theorist of performance Peggy Phelan has termed
"representation without reproduction." When the Munich choreographer Katja Wachter asks the man or
woman on the street what they think contemporary dance means, and then translates the results into
performance in her piece 'What You Will2,' she takes the irreconcilability of the possible perspectives on her
subject expressly into account in the composition of her choreography. Any possible definition of contem-
porary dance collapses into "What You Will' = into an array of opinions, perspectives, images, and
expectations.

Helena Waldman continually demonstrates in her performances the absurdity of our perceptions by
constructing optical apparatuses in which bodies are doubled and spaces lose their three-dimensionality,
so that one can no longer tell what's up or down. In 'CheshireCat®,' the images of a dancing body remain
fixed like retinal after-images on a photo wall, long after the dancer has moved on. Yet in her media experi-
ments, the school of vision does not lead to the failure of the senses. On the contrary. In the alienation that
vision undergoes, these experiments seduce one into a more intense mode of looking, precisely by inter-
rupting the forms vision commonly takes and thus short-circuiting its culturally instilled processes and
laws.

The independent dance of the ‘Jos and ‘8os - that is to say, dance beyond the limits of the city and
state theatres, whose ballet and dance ensembles still continue decisively to shape the landscape of dance
in Germany — was powered by the central idea of the democratic body. The body, simultaneously the

substance and the vehicle of movement, was celebrated, in a variety of ways and with reference to a variety

of traditions, as the locus of freedom. G
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