Lest We Forget

[xactly o century ago, families in much of the Western world
woere tarn apart by the unprecedented horror of the Great War

which seon, for the worst of reasons, would have to be
renamed the First World War,

Young men cagerly responded to the call of ther national
leaders to enlist and defend their country and homes, while
their mothers, wives, lovers and sisters flocked into the
support services and armaments industry. Millions of these

soldiers died in many countres, millions were maimed, blighted
and bereaved - the world's grie as as overwhelming as the
relief of survival or the cestasy of victory,

But those emotions can seem hard to ace s four generations
later, even as you shake your head in pity over the gqigantic
numbers that record the First World War, the faded newsprint
reporting cruel battles, the blurred photos of appalling
conditions, The ime since the end of that war has brought
unimaginable consequences and changes. Today's 2014 world
would not be recognisable to those livingin 1914,

Words can often become banal in the face of such event:
how can ballet deal with them in any significant way? We are
aboutto find out from the Tour chorcographers asked by
English National Ballet's Artistic Director Tamara Rojo to mark
this year's centenary of the outbreak of World War | with a
combined programme of 215t century choreography.

Part of her aim was 1o challenge any stercotypical public
preconceptions about English National Ballet and the
expressive potential of modern chorcography. "I need the
public to see the choreographers of today, and how this
company can embrace this new modern language, without
threatening what you know of t " she S, “At the Barbican
audiences are very much accustomed to qo outside their
comfort zone, and I hope we will all be challenged. This subject
15 50 senous that all of these choreograph are treading
very reflectively with it, You will see from each of them
adifferent path.”

Here Liam Scarlett, George Williimson, Russell Maliphant

and Akram Khan answered my questions about their

different paths,

fsmene Brown, toundeor and dance editor of The Arts Desk critics'

website, was the Daily Telegraph's dance critic for 15 years



Liam Scarlett - No Man's Land

Liam, given that you are only 27, and
this war was four generations back, is
it tough taking on a heritage memory?
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relics of bombs and shrapnel. The idea
of trenches. Everyone is contained

What music are you using?
Liszt, four of his Harmonies poétiques et
religieu.

originally piano piec
Gavin Sutherland is orchestrating. |
wanted something a little bit sombre and
reflective, and I've used Liszt before. |
listen to a lot of music. | played the piano
at school, and | always have a back
catalogue of music in my ears.
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You're The Royal Ballet's
choreographer - do you find any
different characteristics in English
National Ballet's dancers?

Actually I've been to several companies
now to choreograph, and even just

coming back from New York City Ballet,
and having worked h San Francisco
Ballet and the BalletBoyz, | don't think
you see anything different. You see
dancers who are willing to do anything
for you. | think classical training does
breed open-mindedness in dancers.
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At The Royal Ballet, you created a
previous ballet which referred
abstractly to war, Asphodel Meadows —
and Tamara Rojo was the central
dancer in that, wasn't she?

Yes, and she is still one of the most
extraordinary ballerinas | have ever
worked with, her experience, intellect
and artistry is something that is very
rare, and I'm thrilled to get another
chance to work with her.




George Williamson -

George, your Firebird actually was
made two years ago, but Tamara was at
The Royal Ballet then. So did she see
your Firebird?

She saw it at the London Coliseum. | saw
her in the theatre and went up to her and
asked her if she liked it. She didn't know
who | was, and said, yes, she had, very
much. And then | said | was the

i she laughed. She
could have said it was awful. Itwas a
tough experience doing it then, and |
wasn't at first sure | wanted to revisit it. In
fact | have changed about 90 percent of
it, the steps, the structure. | feel like when
it was first created it was my first
experience - I've had a year and a half to
think about it
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Butit does have a relevance to the
Great War period?

Yes, actually Stravinsky composed The
Firebird just before the First World War,
and Fokine's original Firebird ballet does
tap into the idea of men leaving their
homes behind and going on a quest, a
cause. In my version, people come up

e of nature and realise
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nothing left,
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You are still only 23. Is it tricky to be the
choreographer commanding dancers
who are much older than you?

It's ok! When | work with the dancers |
suppose there's a preconception that
there's this young person coming in. But if
you're honest with them, and work hard, you
can always tell if the dan are enjoying
what they're doing. | do know them well. |
am now an Associate Artist with English
National Ballet, | am a choreographer, not a
dancer now. When other choreographers
come in and don't know the dancers, they
have different worries

First time out, your ballet was at the
London Coliseum. What's it like being
atthe Barbican, a much more
contemporary venue?

I think the Coliseum has this grandeur, which
is very exciting for a young choreographer -
this ballet in this beautiful surrounding - but
at the Barbican you feel the work is being
taken a little more seriously, the place gives
dance a contemporary edge. People won't
keep thinking back to the original. They will
see it as part of ‘now’,

, rather than of 'then’
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Russell Maliphant - Second Breath

Russell, unusually for you, this is not
an abstract creation, but something
involving a very emotive theme.
often we wouldn
otional landscape. That's
resting. | like that. | don't do narrative
would hope that
etimes that
ouching or moving. But we're
n the abstract.

yin

all collaborating, that’s how
rk. Michael's lighting, Andy’s sound

soit's really about
vement. | feel this is
bove all, a lament, almost
uiem. So | think the mood is

've looked a lot at the
archives,

| think may

=

My son also, who's 13, is doing a project
on the First World War at the moment at
school, which is fortunate timing! He's
been helpful, actually.

Though you are known as a

contemporary choreographer,

people may not realise that you

were actually a dancer with

Sadler's Wells Royal Ballet.

Yes, 'm conscious of how much | have in

common here at English National Ballet. |

anguage of classical ballet, |
dit for over 20 years and it's familiar to

me. 'm kind of looking for how | can use

what the dancers have, what | know they

allknow. And then teach them the things

that we might be nting to have as

qualities, or find information about their

body that will be useful in the work.

been manipulating classical

e and then exploring how that
rms of flow and form and
th other qualities - soft
qualities from t'ai chi, or acrobatic
qualities from capoeira. It's not the
language but the quality of flow, it's
about the feeling of movement in the
body. and the seeing of the movementin
space. When | work with classical
dancers we share a language where w
can talk about those things.

I'm using 20 dancers here, which is the
largest number I've ever used. The
challenge is having a reason to use them
all. There is a sense that you need a lot of
people, somehow, for the subject - even
if you use just two, you know it's a
reference to thousands, millions.

How is your relationship of movement
and Michael Hulls’ lighting going to work?
Quickly! Quite often we leave ourselves
time to workshop ideas during the
creative process, but in this kind of set-
up we'll have to work everything out first
in the studio. | would usually look at the
material in certain lights and decide
which bits | wanted to have in certain
areas, to fit those conditions. Bu
haven't that much time here, so we've
fortunately got a history together and a
back catalogue of ways of working

Is this piece an emotional experience
for you to make?

1 think when you read a lot of facts about
the war, the poems, it is an emotional
experience, and a tragic experience. You
can't not be moved. Focusing on that
day in, day out for a time is an act of
remembrance in itself. 'm glad to do that.




Akram Khan - Dust

Akram, you are a world-famous
contemporary dance choreographer
with no ballet background at all.
Although you worked and danced with
Sylvie Guillem in your creation Sacred
Monsters, is this is the first time you've
worked with a full ballet company?
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You come from one powerful classical
tradition, Indian kathak - is it strange
working with another powerful
classical tradition?

Actually | really admire classical bodies,
because | was trained classically. My
biggest heroes when | was growing up
were Nureyev and Baryshnikov - with
them their art and their craftsmanship is
such that it's no longer important what
form it is any more. A classical ballet
company is familiar to me in its attitude,
inits approach, and so in a sense | felt at
home. And yetin a new place.

I'm not trying to make English National
Ballet's dancers into my dancers, but I'm
trying to find myself in their bodies. What
ballet dancers can do is very different
from what my own dancers do. It was
very beautiful to see the transformation
when they take my material and the
essence of my aesthetic, and give it
something new. It's a big learning curve
on both sides.

Are you using pointe shoes?

No. I've always been fascinated by pointe
shoes, I've watched Sylvie [Guillem]
doing it, but I'd need time to understand
itand develop a vocabulary for that. For
my own vocabulary | don’t want them in
pointe shoes. The other thingis |

couldnt point my feet to save my life -
Iried to go on pointe, but | just cried!

What is your piece about?

The piece is inspired by two things.

First, the concept of a trench, of the
young men and old men all going into
trenches, and disappearing. The other
substantial part was inspired by the
women. In the First World War there was
a huge social shift towards women. They
needed weapons made for the war,

they needed a huge workforce. | felt this
shiftinrole was interesting, They knew
they would be letting go of fathers,
husbands, and sons; they might lose

them. Yet they were making weapons

that would kill others' fathers, husbands,

and sons. It didn't matter which side you
were on - they both felt loss and death.
But in order for someone to live,
someone else was putting their life on
the line. That cyclical thing was what |
wanted to explore.

Jocelyn Pook, my compaser (who also
worked with me on DESH), presented

something to me that is very touching.
It's a little recording of a man, maybe in

the army, doing an interview and singing
vat they would sing in the trenches. A
2ck or a few weeks later, he was dead.

There is something very fragile about his
voice and mood. He knew he had to be
positive, but death would come to some
of them. Somehow this song made him
sound positive.
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