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A new age of orchestral manoeuvres

Choreographer Mark Baldwin and composer Julian Anderson are fusing their talents in
a pioneering project. Ismene Brown meets them

By Ismene Brown
12 February 2001 - 12:00am
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WHAT links the following: Jean Cocteau's classic film Orphee, a statue of the ballerina
Antoinette Sibley, and Mickey Mouse? The answer is an ambitious new dance-and-
music work that takes British modern dance grandly in a significant new direction. An

orchestra, a composer and a choreographer have united forces in The Bird Sings With
Its Fingers, about to be premiered by the Mark Baldwin Dance Company.

Mark Baldwin, rehearsing in London: I can turn on the TV any day of the week
and see something obvious. This is something different, more spiritual’

The gnomic "bird" phrase features in Cocteau's surreal 1949 film, emerging bizarrely
from a car radio in a modern-day treatment of the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice that
saw Death as a beautiful, lusty woman and her cohorts of Killers as motorbike riders.
The film caught the imagination of a rising young composer, Julian Anderson, when he
was commissioned by the innovative London orchestra Sinfonia 21 to join forces with
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Mark Baldwin, and create an orchestral dance work of unusual scale.

It is, perhaps, a harbinger of a new relationship between two modernist worlds that
have tended to ignore each other. Ballet has long had the power, and money, to
commission new music, but poverty-stricken modern dance is in a different position.
Birmingham Royal Ballet's David Bintley has dug three mighty modern scores out of
John McCabe for his ballets Edward II, Arthur I and the new Arthur II (to premiere in
May at Sadler's Wells), but a modern choreographer such as Baldwin has a different
aesthetic approach.

The lack of tie-ups between modern choreographers and composers is due partly to a
lack of confidence, but more likely to sheer logistics. CDs of electronic music make few
musical demands and are easily carried in a pocket. Choreographers who do notably
commission modern composers, such as Richard Alston, Siobhan Davies and Jonathan
Burrows, have been constricted by costs to touring with a handful of players. Baldwin's
new piece, however, will be accompanied by at least 35 musicians through its tour, and
for its London dates there will be nearly 50.

When I met them during final rehearsals, Baldwin and Anderson revealed that they had
taken a distinctly odd starting-point for their work. Not wishing to follow the Cocteau
film literally but intrigued by the inscrutable radio sayings, they decided to use the
speaking voice as their base. Baldwin began structuring his choreography on John
Gielgud's mellifluous reading of Shakespeare sonnets and Edith Evans's extraordinary
vocal jumps and swoops as Lady Bracknell.

"Take a seat, Mr Worthing," Baldwin orders me in an imperious falsetto. He is a Tom
Hanks lookalike of 47, and he is rare among modern choreographers in his musicality.
He collaborated with Hans Werner Henze and the sculptor Anish Kapoor for a Berlin
Ballet commission a few years ago, and has made ballets and modern dances to an

impressive range of composers, guided by his mentor Sir John Drummond, former
Proms Director and champion of modernism.

His seven dancers are the cream of modern talent, mature stars of the Siobhan Davies,
DV8, Michael Clark and Rambert companies. Musical responsiveness was essential, to
master three major scores. The Bird Sings With Its Fingers is being sandwiched
between Baldwin's creations to Stravinsky's merry Danses concertantes and a massive
Seventies score by the Dutch minimalist Louis Andriessen, The State, which requires so
many different instruments from the Anderson work that Sinfonia 21 has to deploy its
full forces to play them both. Hence the Andriessen, for cost reasons, will be played live
only for the London dates; at others it will be taped.

Julian Anderson, 33, is also a Drummond protege, unusual among composers in his
interest in dance. His mother has a large statue of Antoinette Sibley in her drawing-
room, and he made his first dance score as a student, for Royal Ballet School
choreographic pupils.

"Dancers are far more musical than musicians think," says Anderson. "Many musicians
haven't understood what's been going on in modern dance for the past 40 years, and
they haven't been quick enough to pick up the potential. The ballet audience is often



more open to modern music than a concert music audience."

Does he expect to see Baldwin create visually on stage what he imagined in his music?
"Oh, I would be distraught if when I wrote fast music the dancers did fast active things,
and if I wrote quiet music they did quiet things. What interests me is a range of
response to what is going on in my music, something more contrapuntal.”

It is here that Mickey Mouse comes in. In ballet, one is used to seeing steps phrased
with the music, directly picking up its textures, rhythms and lines. This is too obvious a
notion for modernists, who rudely call it "Mickey Mousing". Baldwin points out: "The
new piece follows Danses concertantes, which is quite Mickey Mouse, in that the music
goes dum-pa dum-pa dah, and the dancers go dum-pa dum-pa dah. That's one kind of
musical relationship with choreography. But of course there are millions of others,
where that relationship can vary, even look like they're heading off in different
directions."

B ut won't it make the story a bit difficult to read? "Probably," replies Baldwin. "If you
want to find the story you can, but I also want to make something intriguing and
mysterious about music and movement. I can turn on the TV any day of the week and

see something amazingly obvious. But the experience of coming to see something like
this in the theatre, to hear Sinfonia 21 live and watch dancers of this calibre, it's
something different, more spiritual, perhaps."

Explaining all this to potential funders was not easy. Anderson was paid by the Jerwood
Foundation and the orchestra raised more than £100,000, but Baldwin was initially
turned down by the Arts Council. They reconsidered a year later, impressed by the
ambitiousness, and generously stumped up £90,000.

It would be unsurprising if people decided that this could only be a one-off - yet it
shouldn't be. Oliver Rivers, Sinfonia 21's chief executive, the project's energetic pilot,
reflects that it would be a healthy development for orchestras alone to tap into the large
dance public, and thrust modern music and dance hand-in-hand beyond usual
expectations. As Cocteau said, "The essential tact in daring is to know how far one can
go too far."

¢ 'The Bird Sings With Its Fingers' premieres at the High Wycombe Swan (01494 512000) on
Wednesday, then tours from next Monday to Oxford, London and Manchester. Information:
020 7395 2610
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