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'If I ever complain, slap me'

What will William Forsythe do after the farewell tour of his controversially axed Ballett
Frankfurt? Visit the slums of Rio, for one thing, he tells Ismene Brown

Ismene Brown
13 October 2003 - 12:01am
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When a dancer wobbles, we wince. Just a little tremor, and bang goes the illusion. In
fact, a wobble is almost a moral crime against the theatre. William Forsythe knows a
thing or two about wobbling, since his choreography famously sticks dancers into
attitudes closer to extreme sports than to the classical arabesque.

"There's no reason to wobble," he tells me. "Wobbling is a process of less essential
things - if you are consumed in the act of this balance, you don't wobble. But there are
so many other priorities imposed upon the dancer by others: when ballet-dancing is
taught as a form of military duty rather than as a spiritual practice. That's why I object
to wobbling: it is the result of the imposition of will on the dancer that is not their own."

Typically, he has up-ended the argument - don't blame the dancer, blame the person
who ordered them to take the position.

Forsythe, American by birth, didn't wobble when the mayor of Frankfurt, where he had
been comfortably ensconced with the Ballett Frankfurt for 20 years, decided last year
that the burghers had had enough of the cutting-edge on their doorstep and wanted to
switch their £4 million a year to buying in Swan Lakes. After 16,000 emails flooded in
from around the world, the mayor wobbled more than a bit.

Now Ballett Frankfurt will definitely close next summer - but the chastened city will be
offering Forsythe considerable financial support for a new, smaller, even more
experimental company located in Hellerau.

Forsythe says airily that this funding collaboration between two German states (in an
amazingly generous continuance of support over two decades) won't be definite until
Wednesday, but "if it works, I'd be very surprised, and I don't care whether it does or

not".

Meanwhile, he is winding up probably the most controversial, certainly the most
innovative, ballet company of our era with a triumphal world tour to rub the
Frankfurters' noses in their parochialism: New York, Paris and, next week, London.

So, I say in some alarm to Forsythe, this may be the last time he will perform in
London? The new company that he describes is likely to push to the outer edges of his
theatrical experiments, leaving the pointe shoe behind - and may not perform in
theatres at all. Forsythe plans to tackle the old idea that "theatre" does not need the
diktats of stage, curtains and seat arrangement and create a new form of experience.

"It will be like, let's say, playing golf in the woods rather than on the course," he says
mischievously.

A major inspiration for this plan comes from - of all places - the ghettos of Brazil.
Forsythe, involved in a programme run in Rio de Janeiro by the former Stuttgart Ballet
star Richard Cragun, has recently begun teaching his methods to poor Brazilian
children. His new pupils, he says in awe, regularly dodge bullets on their way to his
classes, but they come for four hours a day after school. Applying to dance cognitive
exercises used to help children with learning disabilities is, for him, a wonderful
laboratory.

"I've had phenomenal results. Children choreographing amazing things within three
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days. And I realised that if I ever complain again, somebody should slap me. These are
kids hiding under cars during gunfights before class. One kid's family I know hasn't
even got a table. So what do I have to complain about? I have way too much."

¢ Ballett Frankfurt, Sadler's Wells, Oct 21-25; 'Both Sitting Duet', The Place, Oct 15-17.
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