
Nigel Charnock

Nigel Charnock, the dancer, who has died of cancer aged 52, was one of the two
founders of the celebrated company DV8 Physical Theatre, and an exuberantly
maverick performer and innovator on his own account.

30 August 2012 • 5:40pm

Charnock frequently ripped oE his clothes in performance, and used his almost
masochistic fearlessness to shocking eEect in his early work with DV8 (the name was a
play on the word “deviate”). A duet which he and his partner Lloyd Newson created in
1985, My Sex, Our Dance, devised a dance language drawing on violent sexual
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aggression and raw physical excitement which soon put the company at the forefront of
daring in dance-theatre.

Two years later DV8 became internationally famous with the remarkable all-male work,
inspired by the thrill of casual sexual encounters , Dead Dreams of Monochrome Men,
which was Rlmed in 1989 by The South Bank Show .

Nigel Charnock was born on May 23 1960 near Manchester, and grew up at Ashton-
under-Lyne. After brieWy considering training in social work, he was bitten by the
punk bug and studied drama at the Welsh College of Music and Drama for three years.
From there he went to the London School of Contemporary Dance, then becoming a
test bed for experimentalism.

On Rnishing his training, Charnock and his near-contemporary Newson joined the
radical Extemporary Dance Theatre, known for work drawing on punk, sex and
improvisation from choreographers such as Michael Clark and Laurie Booth. The
atmosphere of innovation inWuenced Newson and Charnock when in 1985 they left to
set up DV8.

The company rapidly became the most challenging name in British modern dance
culture, strongly politicised, Rercely physical, vernacular rather than academic in its
physical vocabulary, and tearing up stage rules — its 1992 production Strange Fish,
which explored the risks of friendship, had a disturbingly unstable plank Woor invaded
by water. In the BBC Two Rlm of Strange Fish, Charnock had an eye-catching
partnership with Wendy Houstoun, with whom he would team up to perform years
later.

Charnock then went solo, devising a sometimes oEensive trio of shows for small
theatres. He exploited his emotional schism between religious longing and homosexual
needs, with nudity one of his trademarks, hurling his body on to the Woor or draping
himself over members of the audience while ranting or singing non-stop. The three
pieces — Resurrection, Original Sin and Hell Bent — generated both delight and
outrage in audiences. He continued to create solo shows on similar lines through his
career, notably Frank, a 2002 commission from the Venice Biennale, and the
autobiographical One Dixon Road, which he performed when he turned 50 in 2010.

Criss-crossing the categories with an exuberance that often lost him consistent support
from grant bodies, Charnock devised and performed a radio monologue, Alone at Last,
for BBC Radio 4, and directed a Rlm for BBC Two’s Dance for the Camera series. In 1998



he branched into installation, with The Room, and exploited his musical side by
collaborating with the German saxophonist Michael Riessler in Fever .

He also created several works for Volcano Theatre Company and the Danish theatre
company Tin Box, and in 1996 formed his own eponymous troupe of actors, a quartet
which toured to Germany and Italy as well as Britain.

Dance companies which commissioned him included Candoco (the integrated disabled
dance troupe), Ricochet and Helsinki Theatre Dance Company, which invited him to
become its artistic director in 2002 .

After three years Charnock relinquished the Helsinki post and returned to performing,
frequently with his old DV8 colleague Wendy Houstoun. Recent commissions for
world companies in Hungary and Austria, and a circuit of international masterclasses in
Israel, Venice, Paris, Bern, Essen and Johannesburg conRrmed his widening inWuence
as an innovative theatre Rgure.

His last work was as movement director of In Water, I’m Weightless, an acclaimed new
production by National Theatre Wales for the Cultural Olympiad shown recently at
CardiE ’s Wales Millennium Centre. He was in the process of devising a new large
dance-theatre piece for his own company, Ten Men.

Charnock was diagnosed with cancer only six weeks before his death in a London
hospice.
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