Margaret Jenkins Dance Company

A Slipping Glimpse

Artist Statement

“Reality is a slipping glimpse,” Willem de Kooning once famously said. This glimpsing (and slipping) might be understood as doubled here, if we take dance as both a thing to be seen and a way of seeing. This provides the initial premise for this new work, conceived at a vertiginous moment in history when it’s often difficult to tell on which side of the looking glass we are standing – or dancing. Public, private, inside, outside: all such terms seem open to questioning and reexploration.

My interest in working in other countries and learning from other dance forms has been

paramount in the last few years. Fueled from the 60’s—being around dancers and


choreographers who felt that exploring other ways of looking at the world was a critical part of being an artist—I have always wanted to go to India to allow its rich cultural heritage and unique dance traditions to inform my thinking and dance making. I was fortunate in 2003 to be invited to Kolkata, India through the United States Information Agency. Their program for international exchange provided me with a unique opportunity to work for a month with dancers from the Tanusree Shankar Dance Company. This residency provoked an exploration of how dancers from diverse cultures generate movement from a specific idea and how one’s aesthetic, and specifically the movement, is transformed by inter-cultural exchange. 


This artistic adventure was the logical extension of my recent interests and the questions that inform all of my work: How do other cultures and their physical choices resonate and become the language of the body? How do we create an environment for the crossing of borders and the erasure of boundaries? What is universal about the body and its meanings? What kind of exchange or cultural dialectic might then alter my language? Is there a common aesthetic ground for expanding the language of dance and its meanings? What role does location play in how we interpret the performative experience?  

For this recent work A Slipping Glimpse (ASG), I assembled a company consisting of eleven dancers from the United States and four from Kolkata, India. ASG has been in development since the fall of 2005, when five dancers from the Company and I were in residence for a month in Kochi, India. We worked with Indian dancers and explored the physical language of classical Indian dance, as well as its cultural and spiritual foundations. Artistic collaborator and poet Michael Palmer expressed our aspirations before departure, “We hope to find a movement language that is at once our own and foreign, a kind of third term, not exactly self and not exactly other, not exactly us and not exactly them, but an unbounded space in between, discovered in fluid, alternative company.”

The Collaborators

ASG represents first of all a multi-layered, collaborative effort, with dancers generating movement that was then configured and refined by the dancers and me. Michael Palmer (poet) was present from the start to provide not only text, but also structural ideas, and to help coordinate choreography with elements of the score. Alexander Nichols (set and lighting designer) also participated from the inception, responding to the developing work with a series of characteristically provocative ideas about sets and lighting that would not only frame but would actively shape it. Paul Dresher (composer) has created a score in direct relation to the evolving nature of the choreography and to the dynamic of “outside” and “inside” suggested by the piece. Paul Dresher spent many months in India studying its music and its culture. His contemporary work has been greatly influenced by this country and the score for ASG reflects this influence. The phrasing of the movement, in turn, has been deeply influenced by the sounds Paul and his musicians have provided. Greg Kuhn (sound designer) has played a vital, indeed an indispensable, role throughout in helping to mould and realize the overall language and sound design. Laura Hazlett (costume designer) has been exceedingly generous with her time and skills in attending to the multiple visual and kinetic requirements of the work. With Tanusree Shankar’s guidance, the Shankar dancers made numerous solos, duets and quartets in response to our instructions and videos.  They generated material that, in turn, they sent to us on DVD.  We are deeply grateful to Tanusree Shankar and her dancers for their commitment to this extended and unique process. Finally, I must emphasize again the role of all the dancers as a community of makers in fashioning the ultimate character and atmosphere of the piece. 

The Physical and Musical Environment

ASG was created to be experienced from four sides. There are 8 platforms that are 8’ by 8’ ranging in height from 3’ to 7’6” that surround the audience. The floor and platforms, which are connected by bridges are red.

I wanted to create an environment that reflected my time in India: the extraordinary intense colors, the congested and chaotic streets, the sometimes overwhelming contradictions between closed spaces and the vastness of the Arabian Sea. 

ASG starts outside, in close proximity to the interior stage area. The outside component is thought of as a kind of blessing of the space, the acknowledgement of ground and air and noise that are our cities.

I wanted, through the physical environment of the interior set, to suggest inside and outside at the same time, a work about being “in space” and “in place.” 7 platforms can be viewed by everyone; the 8th lies behind each audience. Simultaneously there is dancing on the floor in front of the audience and behind on the boxes. Everyone has a 

slipping glimpse of almost everything. A world of action both contained and wild is created by this set.

While it would be wonderful to perform ASG again in precisely the way it was conceived for The Forum at Yerba Buena Center's premiere, I look forward to how it will live in 

other spaces around the country and around the world. Given the wide variations between possible performing spaces, one of the challenges, and thrills, of touring ASG [for us] will be to cast a unique version of the work in each venue where perhaps all the platforms won't fit, or where perhaps an outdoor prelude creates too many logistical difficulties for the presenter.  Just as each glimpse by an audience member will be unique and personal, so, too, will our approach be to how this flexible work permutes in various spaces when presented with new opportunities. 

Activities
The nature of this work and its collaboration with artists from India provides a unique opportunity for each community. In addition to tailoring our activities to your community’s interest, we would be interested in talking with members of the Indian community and with scholars who are investigating eastern philosophy and/or are in dialogue with one another about various kinds of translation: how one experiences a different culture’s movement and is affected by its tone and complexities.
Members of the Margaret Jenkins Dance Company and the Tanusree Shankar Dance Company are available for teaching and other kinds of interaction with the dance department or other departments on campuses and the greater community.
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