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A performance in three dimensions

The three artists who created the unique dance event Kaash talk to Ismene Brown
about the dramatic weeks leading up to tonight's opening

Ismene Brown
06 April 2002 - 12:01am
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DANCE, sculpture, music, married on equal terms by three of the outstanding
practitioners in Britain, promise to make Kaash the highlight of British performance art
in 2002. The brilliant choreographer Akram Khan, the world-renowned sculptor Anish
Kapoor and the award-winning composer Nitin Sawhney have been working for three
months on an ambitious one-hour dance event that reaches back to the days when
Picasso and Ravel would collaborate with Cocteau and Nijinska on dances for the
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Ballets Russes.

London-born Khan, at 27, has become the eye of a hurricane of interest, so fascinating is
his way of marrying his traditional Indian Kathak training with his liberated theatrical
instincts, inspired by his childhood experience performing in Peter Brook's RSC
Mahabharata.

Sawhney, 37, composed for Khan's previous work Fix, and his highly original talent has
brought him awards both highbrow and popular. The Turner Prize-winning Kapoor,

48, has also worked with dance before, designing for Stephen Petronio and Mark
Baldwin.

Would all these great minds work in harmony? They reported exclusively to The
Telegraph on their progress. Given the dramas that unfolded, it's apt that the word
"kaash" means "if only".

Week 3

Akram Khan The idea for Kaash came from a conversation I had with Nitin about
Shiva, the Hindu god who is a central figure in Kathak dance. In mythology, when
Shiva opens his mouth you see a multitude of worlds inside it, and Nitin told me about a
physicist who had drawn on the Shiva stories to create a theory about parallel
universes.

That is one idea in the piece. The other is another myth, which relates to Anish's part.
After evil spirits poisoned the world, Shiva sucked the poison out of the river Ganges to
clean it. I wanted the set to hold the idea of something being sucked, space being
sucked into a void or another universe. Anish came up with an idea for a solid form,
though there may be technical problems. Until I see it, I shall think of it as a "body"
around which I'll choreograph the dance.

Nitin and I will be working together a lot and provoke each other. I first thought the
music should be live, with five tabla players, but there are huge complications because
of the egos! Tabla players are soloists, and they would argue all the time about rhythm,
so we will probably do it electronically.

Kaash will be by far the biggest piece I've made, nearly an hour long. The other four
dancers are contemporary ones, and I'm teaching them Kathak every day. I debated
using traditional Kathak dancers, but I find it's easier for contemporary dancers to
accept something alien.

At the moment everything feels very chaotic, but Shiva is a chaotic energy that leads
towards clarity.

Nitin Sawhney Ancient Hindu philosophies have a keen relevance in a scientific
context now, because science has moved away from the dominance of the objective
view of Newton's time towards a much more subjective reading. Shiva was an
allegorical figure in mythology, as the creator and destroyer of the universe, and the
first movement is highly percussive - it sounds like war drums, which I got from
concepts of the universe's beginning. That's how I see it - Akram may have other ideas.
He is extremely musical, and his classical Kathak credentials are very good, but he's also
got a fantastic sense for other things, from drum and bass to contemporary dance.

We are basing the rhythmic structure on the seven-beat cycle. Each rhythm in Indian
classical music can be quite extended in a single bar, which allows you to explore a bar
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at length, and makes 1t more poetic than the regular beat ot Western music. T'he second
movement will be text-based, ideas based on the theoretical physics of David Deutsch,
an Oxford professor who wrote The Fabric of Reality and came up with the theory that
we live simultaneously in a series of universes, which he calls the multiverse. When the
dancers come over next week, we'll get them speaking text and playing around.

The piece will last about 50 minutes, which is a major commitment given that I'm also
working on a film score. It helps that I'm working with Indian mathematics, so you can
create musical structures that will work out in a certain amount of time. But to make
three minutes can take 16 to 20 hours of work.

Anish Kapoor When Akram asked me if I would do this set for him, he asked in a

sweet but slightly diffident way. There are realities. The first is that they have a huge
tour, something like 60 venues, so it needs to fit practically into a suitcase. The second
is to do with the budget, sadly.

I want to arrive at something like a condition of unreality, so that the audience have to
question and wonder at what they are seeing. The design's terribly simple, but I hope it
induces a sense of disorientation. The stage presents interesting possibilities, visually,
as a place apart, and you can play out ideas that can't work in a gallery. In the real world
it's very hard to make a dark, unreachable, unknowable place. On stage you can, or try
to. So this kind of project is a wonderful thing, even if at the end you have to put it in
the bin.

We are going to Brighton on Tuesday, when we'll see the set for the first time, along
with the dancers and lighting designer. It's only when it's in use that you can see how it
will work.

Week 6

Akram We all took the train down to Brighton to see Anish's set, and I found it
overwhelming - different from what I expected, and I was nervous about it. It was very
simple, but very big and powerful, and I felt the choreography would not be able to
stand against it, it would just get pulled into this void, this black hole. As a
choreographer, you always fear that the stage picture will drown your choreography.

The nerves are coming in waves. I can't relax or switch off at all. Nitin and I have been
having some disagreements about the music. I am trying to be careful with how much I
tell him the way I want him to go and yet let him be free. Somehow I've got to trust my
instinct.

Anish The set looked great, even better than I thought it would, and we were all
thrilled. I'd pared it down to the barest essentials, and I was worried that I had taken
away too much. When you do a set, you are setting up a forum for other things to work
in - the dancers, music, lighting - but it's got to be robust enough still to do its own
thing. Now I have to leave it to them, and to what Akram makes with it. I will see it in
London in performance.

Nitin It was such an interesting train journey to Brighton. Anish and I hadn't met
before, and we turned out to have read loads of the same books. His design captures
exactly that blurring between real and unreal.

I've seen Akram several times over the past few weeks. I've stripped back sections of
the first movement - initially we were talking about it just being percussion, but we



realised that 20 minutes would be too long to keep up the energy. I really like the
second movement. I recorded dancers talking about possibilities in life - if this, then
what?, that sort of thing - and I've cut them up into phrases, with which I am trying to
create rhythms and atmospheres. It's almost like a tapestry of questions, a tapestry of
potential. The third movement isn't started - it has to arise out of the first two with great
spontaneity.

Akram read Deutsch's book, The Fabric of Reality. Is the universe about the constant
flow of life, or about individuals' actions and free will? I think this piece is really about
that.

Week 10

Akram What a disaster. Nitin fell badly ill with pneumonia, with three weeks to go till
the French premiere. The third movement wasn't done, and without music I couldn't
do a thing. He managed to get something together, but it feels like a rush job. Things
between us were strained, and I've been pushing him very hard. Even if he was ill, I had
a premiere and a tour. Now, with the UK tour about to start, I am going back to Nitin,
because the last part needs to evolve better. I hope he feels the same way. But I'm not
worried now about presenting it even if it is unfinished at the moment, because I'll be
adjusting it as we go. By the time it reaches London it will be ready.

Ilove the set now I've been working with it - it's amazing, and I am very grateful to
Anish that he trusted me. I said, "I know you are a genius, but this is about dance." This
has been an absorbing collaboration. Anish and Nitin are two men of great stature, yet I
don't think there were any status or ego problems between us. They haven't seen the
whole piece yet, and I am a bit worried about what they will think.

In fact, Anish has been very excited by the whole thing, and he has asked Nitin and me
to do something with him in India.

¢ 'Kaash' launches its UK tour tonight at the Brighton Corn Exchange (01273 709709). It will
be at the Queen Elizabeth Hall, London SE1, May 11-12 (020 7960 4242)
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