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The past reverberates in the present.  Significant experiences stay with us because they continue to vibrate in our dailiness as memories, associations and ideas.  We hear these  oscillating vibrations, and if we are responsive they teach us things we did not  know.  They affect how we see the world.   In joining Charles Koroneho, Sylvie Fortin and a group of artists for  Te Pou Rahui, (Hoana Waititi Marae November 2002) I was challenged to think differently about, not why we are here, but how we are here.
 

Te Pou Rahui, as I understood it, invoked the image of a boundary post; an object which was charged with meaning and energy, as a liminal threshold.  As a place of encounter, the image suggested a limit to be negotiated in order to move on.  Encountering limits means confronting that which is outside our experience, something unknown, different and potentially uncomfortable. In the context of an intercultural and interdisciplinary workshop however, a boundary post also suggests the passage between worlds as embodied in cultural practices.  This between worlds place is inclusive rather than exclusive; in view of the conversations, actions and environments we participated in it is  a meeting between the imaginary and the  symbolic, the acquatic and the terrestrial, Maori and non-Maori, the spoken and unspoken.  

At  places of crossing there is  the potential for  change and transformation in the folding of spatial perceptions and practices.  Some of these folds create confusion and others a kind of palimpsest, an opportunity to see through a series of different spaces and ways of being in the world. In gathering to reflect upon practice in a strong place we are invited to experience the everyday as also extraordinary. The rhythms, rituals and atmospheres of the gathering encouraged slow thinking and forced us to take note of how we enter, how we leave, and whom we acknowledge in our actions. Theatre, as a shelter for the imagination, at its best shares this quality of offering a doubling up of reality, a superrreality.  The breath of the stage and the audience connect us.  But we do not sleep and dream  nor wake to sing in the theatre.  Perhaps this should be our vision of what a stage can be, a place of encounter where words, silences, cries, songs and gestures, make themselves heard, a place where the performer can open his universe to the destinies of others.  A theatre of necessity. 

We live in strange times.  The increasing globalisation and atomisation of our lives creates complexities at the level of processes and the logic of practice. As performing artists there is a need to keep exploring and inventing how we are installed within this world, how we inhabit and embody its very different spaces. 

How am I here?  Being a performer means that there is an indelible sense of an “I” behind the action, a “self” that demands and needs a cosmological home no less than the material atoms of our bodies. It is through our gestures, movements and creations that we not only communicate but also make a home for ourselves and extend this home (as the work) to others as audience. Like Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway who walks into a room and makes it a world of her own by the sheer force of  her presence, so we use performative presence to unfold an interior universe through the sensory map of performance.  But the histories we embody are radically different as are the geographies of our imaginations.

When we find ourselves in a radically different space, a place resistant to globalisation, to the ubiquity of empire and the universalisation of performative spaces (the black box, the front end stage, the assumed neutrality of the studio) our nervous system triggers new sensations. The experience of Te Pou Rahui proposed a cosmography of performance, one that was manifestly made rather than elegantly staged, which was localised and yet epic, inclusive rather than exclusive, which reverberated with traces of the past, and brought the performer closer to the stranger without as well as the stranger within.  Within this event roles were blurred; the living, breathing, speaking body of the performer was everywhere.  An ethics of performance was being practiced at the level of daily existence.

Through the disjunctive linkages between us, the experience of Te Pou Rahui became a lesson in resistance to the deadening impact of globalisation and the universalised assumptions of much of what passes as performance practice on the international circuit. Living on the marae for Te Pou Rahui was an immersive experience which had little in common with my previous experiences of ‘workshops in performance’.   The experience felt closer to a collective meditation on emotions, histories and visions within a specific localised culture with a cosmography of its own. For the workshop eluded the territorial framing of performance and its categories in favour of lived presence and speaking from the heart.  The heart, in this context, can be understood both as the heart of the self and the heart of the land.

The power of live performance is its capacity to pull an audience into an imaginary universe which is also a kind of psychic geography. In this way, each work creates its own cosmology, its own world view.  For dancers it is generally accepted that this world view is experienced through embodiment or, how we are in our bodies. Increasingly with the insertion of new media into live performance we need to develop sophisticated tools for dealing with radically different kinds of spaces, but at the same time we need to find ways to continue to tell our embodied stories.   The whanau as a place of gathering is filled with many different presences, but it is also a sacred place, a place of clearing for living histories and their multifarious embodiments.

In the place of meeting, the whanau, cosmology and genealogy were scripted together in a physical structure with a spiritual core. Place is established through connections.  A deep sense of place is the criss-crossing of these connections and its earthing through practice, ritual, shared events and rhetorics.  At Hoana Waititi the gathering of stories through mihi mihi wove an elaborate fabric of interconnections and clothed the body of the house.  As I understood it, to experience a Maori world view and cosmology is to begin to understand how place and self become deeply entwined.   In this ecology,  there is no empty space, no empty stage, container and contents are completely imbricated.

From my perspective as a choreographer the question was how to start from this full space, this already intricately woven dense space with its ancestral presences and conversations with the dead?   Helene Cixous  wrote that  theatre returns us to  “the living part of death, or the mortal part of life?”
.  When I came to the marae I did not want to talk and I barely felt like moving.  A kind of inertia took hold of me which froze my customary gestures. I tried to listen to everything even though there was much I did not understand, I tried to feel the cultural substratum, its vibration in the present through the inner movement of the space.  It was difficult, being present is difficult.

When we enter the marae and Hongi we are no more stranger.  We begin a different kind of formation.  We learn how not to be imperial through the palpability of the other.  In practicing the hongi we absorb other meanings through our own skins.  In touching and moving together we listen through the skin-sense of different energies, rhythms, pulses.  We carve out a space through interactions, through practices of earth and flesh.  These spaces are not geographical but relational. Over time they take on the qualities of an epic.

I am writing this from London, the city of imperial spectacle.  Yesterday in London I met Glenda who came to Te Pou Rahui to convalesce. Our meeting was interrupted by Malia who texted from Ireland and Mattias who rang from Stockholm.   All four of us were at this gathering, Te Pou Rahui in Henderson under the roof of the Whare Nui for a shared experience. This web of flows established through our shared point of contact suggests that the trace of an event endures in the present, in particular a present which is striated by the intersection of global relations and flows.  Identity is relational. Through the intermingling of stories and the sharing of experiences we create a deep map.  A deep map resists the two dimensional flat lineaments of the European explorer’s map, it is palpable and something that is palpable can be touched, and what we touch upon also touches us and in this way we are moved. This is one way to absorb new meanings in our skins and to reinstate the significance of performance as a place for the extension of home through the cosmography of the other.
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