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1. THE PRODUCTION Birdbrain 

Choreographer:


Garry Stewart

Dramaturg:



David Bonney      

Set & Costume Designer: 
Gaelle Mellis

Sound Designer: 


Luke Smiles

Lighting Designer: 

Damien Cooper

Video Artist: 


Tim Gruchy

Archery Advisor:


John Coory

Music: 
Speedy J, Autechre, Pan sonic, Atrax Morgue, Bask, Tchaikovsky.

Dancers:



Shannon Anderson

Anton






Kristina Chan 

Roland Cox 

Daniel Jaber

Lina Limosani

Larissa McGowan 

Caitlin McLeod

Ross McCormack

Xiao-Xuan Yang




Paul Zivkovich

Guest Artists 


Craig Procter (yoga specialist)
Length:



70 minutes (no interval)

2. ABOUT Birdbrain

“When I was first planning Birdbrain a number of people asked me why I wanted to have anything to do with ‘Swan Lake’ given it’s current re-emergence into the popular domain. But this was precisely why I was drawn to it. I wanted to examine its status in the canon of classical ballet. I was fascinated by the fact that this work continues to hold preeminence in the artform of dance. Birdbrain is a cultural investigation into an historical icon.”
Garry Stewart

Birdbrain presents a contemporary work, which in an educational context enables young people to look at deconstructive practices in dance. The story of ‘Swan Lake’ is taken as a starting point for this playful interpretation of a classic tale. This production is non-narrative in that it does not attempt to tell the original story. However, themes taken from the narrative are manipulated and projected from a different perspective. The vocabulary fuses key movements from classical ballet as well as utilising the forms of breakdance, yoga, gymnastics and contemporary dance. Birdbrain will provide teachers with a clear point of entry for study into contemporary and postmodern forms of dance. Its self-reflexive stance will enable students to compare choreographic intention between the romantic ballet, ‘Swan Lake’ and Garry Stewart’s Birdbrain.

3. ABOUT THE CHOREOGRAPHER

Garry Stewart – Artistic Director 

Since he choreographed his first work in 1991, Garry's productions have toured the country, and been performed at events ranging from the Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras Festival to Housedance, part of the Sydney Opera House's 1999 New Year's celebrations. 

Garry trained with the Australian Ballet School, and since then has danced with various companies, including ADT, Queensland Ballet, Expressions and One Extra Dance Company, as well as in a number of independent projects. His choreographic works include Helmet and Fred and Ginger Get Laid for the Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras Festival; Spectre in the Covert Memory for Chunky Move; THWACK! for Sydney Dance Company. For ADT his works include Plastic Space, Monstrosity, the acclaimed Birdbrain, and The Age of Unbeauty, which was successfully debuted as a work in progress at the 2002 Adelaide Fringe Festival.

In 1997, after being awarded a Fellowship from the Choreographic Centre in Canberra, Garry formed the dance company Thwack. He then created Plastic Space, which toured Australia in 1999, as part of the ‘Made to Move’ program. In 1998, he won the Robert Helpmann Fellowship, awarded by the NSW Ministry for the Arts, which enabled him to study at the Susan Klein School of Dance in New York. He was also the recipient of a two-year Australia Council Fellowship to research dance and new technologies.

The success of the outdoor event Housedance, part of the New Year's Eve spectacular at the Sydney Opera House, confirmed his status as one of the most exciting choreographers in the country. Televised globally to an audience estimated at two billion, Housedance was hailed as one of the highlights of the New Year's Eve telecast. 

Garry's interest in film and new media began in 1993 through his studies at the University of Technology, Sydney. Initially majoring in film and video, his focus shifted to new communications studies, with particular emphasis on CD-ROM production. He has since collaborated with video artists, Tim Gruchy on his works Plastic Space and Birdbrain, and David Evans on The Age of Unbeauty, exploring the role of high quality video art and its interplay with dance in performance. 
· Excerpts from interview with Garry Stewart about Birdbrain, May 2001, by Michael Nelson ADT Marketing Manager 1999 - 2001
“In the early '90s, I was thinking of doing a version of ‘Swan Lake’, working with actors and dancers, set in a kind of post-industrial toxic wasteland. There were all sorts of issues that I wanted to address - ecology and the environment, and genetic modification – that would permeate this version of the ‘Swan Lake’ story.

“Then a few years later, Mathew Bourne made his version of ‘Swan Lake’ on his company, Adventures in Motion Pictures, and that seemed to spawn a whole lot of interest. I became even more interested in ‘Swan Lake’, and began to wonder why it holds such a pre-eminent position in classical ballet, and why it's become such a powerful cultural icon. 

“I think what the original ‘Swan Lake’ achieved was a translation of really quite cosmic ideas through dance, which had never been done before. Until then, ballets were really very simple love stories. In ‘Swan Lake’, the story is very complex, and ideas are much grander - good and evil, nature and humanity at odds with each other, and the supernatural in the form of Baron Von Rothbart. 

“But also, the way the ballet itself was structured was something new. The way the corps de ballet was used, for example, was totally different to the way they'd been used before. Traditionally they were used really just for decoration, and to give the principals a rest, whereas in ‘Swan Lake’, they became a kind of character themselves. And the music and dance complimented each other to an incredible extent, much more so than previous ballets.

“So Birdbrain really takes a look at two things - it's not just about ‘Swan Lake’ the ballet, but it's also about the culture of classical ballet which ‘Swan Lake’ has come to epitomise. 

“But if you're looking for a typical boy meets girl, boy loses girl, boy and girl drown in suicide pact ‘Swan Lake’, then you might have to wait for the next ‘proper’ ballet production. 

“The concern of the work isn't to tell the story. What Birdbrain's about is to look at the themes of the narrative and to try and project them from a different perspective.

“For example, one of the scenes in the original ballet is when the lovers drown themselves in the lake so that they can be together, and escape the powers of the evil Baron Von Rothbart. It’s a very powerful, cosmic action to take. What I’ve done in Birdbrain is to make a scene where the dancers throw themselves across the space at each other, being caught, and being dropped. It’s all about throwing oneself into the emotional abyss and trusting.’

“Despite being based on a ballet, even if you don't know the story, it's not hard to figure it out during the performance. Video images by Tim Gruchy are projected up on to a huge screen showing program notes from a late 19th Century ‘Swan Lake’ program. They act like subtitles, describing moments from the original narrative, while what's happening on stage explores the ideas that the narrative suggests. 

“Of course, there are lots of references to the ballet, and if you know the ballet, you’ll pick them up. But if you don’t, there are lots of other elements that translate. It’s a really movement-saturated work, and there’s an absolutely incredible level of energy from the dancers. They’re really extraordinary.

“And there’s all the other things that are going on as well. The video, for example, adds another layer of meaning. It’s one of the elements that I like to manipulate when I’m creating a work.

“I think that it’s really difficult to convey ideas about culture just through movement alone. Some people use text and acting, but I’m more interested in the convergence of lots of media. So we’ve got video working with the music and the design and lighting, and they all work to complement the complex ideas the dancers are exploring on stage.”












4. BREAKDOWN OF SECTIONS 
· Introduction
A contemporary take on the role of an ‘overture’. Snippets of the Tchaikovsky score are heard from a record player acknowledging the traditional version of the Ballet ‘Swan Lake’. The word BEGIN appears in large letters and three dancers set themselves in classical poses ready to start the dance.

· Classicism
Classicism plays around with the Classical Ballet movement vocabulary and style of presentation. It explores movement influenced by the Classical Ballet technique, which is bent and twisted into a contemporary form. For example, an arabesque (extended limbs standing on one leg, other in the air) has a rolling head movement added followed by a collapse of the body. 

The traditional formations on stage, such as lines of dancers in rows or two principal dancers surrounded by a semi circle of supporting dancers, are referenced in this section but appear without the traditional hierarchy. All the dancers have equal status in this work. The section aims to achieve a sense of effortless movement, formality and the seamlessness of classical dance whilst emphasising the virtuosity set against hard, distorted, minimalist, industrial techno music.

· Baron Von Rothbart
The introduction of a supernatural force that affects others. Traditionally this character is an evil sorcerer who can change his form from human to owl and is most active at night. This production sees this character, in the form of a male contortionist who draws on advanced yoga techniques and is representing a different kind of virtuosity with his ability to arrange his body in extraordinary ways. He appears throughout the work but always behind the screen elevated slightly at the back of the stage. This is his own territory where he overseas and effects what is happening on stage. Any others who appear in his territory are directly affected by his presence.

· Swans

Traditionally numerous women in white-feathered costumes embody the gentle grace and soft wing gestures of a swan.  In this production the serene image of a swan is introduced by dancers sliding on their backs, balancing on their head, neck and back to represent the poise and grace of swimming swans whilst maintaining power and strength. This is sharply undercut by the introduction of a more aggressive, protective side of a swan’s nature, with claw like hands and darting, sharp body actions. The attempt here is to present the swan as a feral animal, which it is, and not simply the serene gentle creature from a picture postcard. 

· Metamorphosis
In this scene a woman goes through the transformation from swan-form to human-form. In the traditional narrative the swans change back to women every night at midnight, however the transformation is never shown. In Birdbrain the metamorphosis of the woman is explored and shows the experience to be cathartic and traumatic, drawing on the earlier yoga movements of the Baron Von Rothbart character. The final movements show a group of dances passing across the stage representing the ‘changed’ women.

· Icons

This section references well-known iconic moments of the traditional ballet, such as the four cygnets with crossed arms dancing together and the repetitive series of 32 turns done by the lead female dancer. These elements are fragmented and pasted together again in a different way. Scrolling down the screen are the names of famous soloist ballerinas, who have performed the lead role of Odette (the white swan) and Odile (the black swan).

This section explores the idea of black and white, good and evil, with the dancers grouped into opposing forces wearing black and white tee shirts. The inclusion of various coloured t-shirts with words like WOODS and LAKE also allow the dancers to become a minimalist version of the set and environment.

· Swords

Two male dancers appear behind the screen with fencing foils representing the traditional presentation of male competition for female love. The video screen shows a ballerina in a white Tu-tu. The camera zooms in slowly on her eye, suggesting perhaps that idealised romantic love is something in her mind and is not realistic. This is reinforced by a video sequence finishing this section, which makes fun of romantic/idealistic love with colourful exploding images. It evokes historical and cultural archetypes associated with romantic love.

· Emotional World

The emotional states of the characters in the ‘Swan Lake’ story are traditionally represented in ballet mime and contrived gestures. In this section basic emotional states are shown as words on the t-shirts/costumes and do not necessarily dictate the way the dancers move. There is a sense of humor created by indicating emotional states, characteristics and scenery with words on the dancer’s t-shirts, which have non-traditional relationships to each other on stage. The various characters from the narrative also appear as words on the t-shirts. For instance, two boys dance a duet, one wears the label SEIG and the other FRIED. Together they make up the character SEIGFRIED.

· Archery

One dancer shoots arrows at a large heart shape covered in feathers. Two others hold the arrows and mop the archer’s brow between shots. They are dressed in school/military uniforms to represent the institution, paralleling the institution and discipline of Classical Ballet. The video screen shows the progression of a woman falling to the floor whilst on stage, a dancer writhes in movement representing the wounded lovers suffering. 

· Lake

The Lake is the pivotal environment where the traditional story takes place. This section explores the dynamics of the environment, i.e. movements of water to thematically set up the Lake into which the lovers throw themselves in the next section. The section also provides a calm contrast, setting up a texture and ambience before the high energy of the next section.

· Lovers
This is a high velocity, dynamic section where the dancers hurl themselves into the air, across the stage and at each other relentlessly, pausing only for a moment to passionately embrace in couples. They then resume the frenetic action representing the need for humans to find unions amidst incredible obstacles. The section draws from the emotional power of love and the struggle to gain it.

· Coda
A coda sums up a work. In this coda, a solo male behind the screen moves with sharp, bird-like actions and feathers gently falling down on him. Three male dancers walk across a fog-bound stage carrying their dead lovers in their arms. As they exit, three women dressed in school tunics cross the stage taking long, low bows as a piece of old film footage show a famous ballerina bowing in slow motion. The word BEGIN reappears (mimicking the start of the production) as the work finishes. The section displays a reverence to the work ‘Swan Lake’ and to its journey through history and its contribution to our culture. The scene has a metaphysical, transcendental tone. 

5. Design Notes

· Costume Design

The use of simple costumes strips away the grand decoration of traditional ballet presentation. T-shirts of various colours with words printed on them give the essential information for the scene when necessary. In this way the focus can be on the movement and body rather than on elaborate costume to describe characters and status. To a degree, this parodies the overt opulence of classical ballet works.

Grey school uniform designs relate to the uniformity and formality of classical ballet. It suggests academies and tradition, discipline and clean lines, which are all a strong part of the nature of the classical ballet idiom.

· Set Design

The set is simple for a number of reasons. Firstly, the desire to minimally represent an environment without the elaborate decorations of the original 19th Century ballet and secondly, to create an easily mountable structure that can be quickly be installed and dismantled in various venues. This production will tour by aircraft to many of the theatres and must fit into specially designed crates for freighting. Therefore, the set must be able to come apart in small sections and be as lightweight as possible.

The set consists primarily of a three-metre high, anodised aluminum wall with two sliding doors revealing or hiding a centrally located projection screen. The screen has transparent properties allowing action behind the screen to be seen at appropriate times during the production. The wall has etchings of large figures in traditional romantic ballet poses taken from drawings by Carlo Blasis in the early 19th Century. Blasis was the first person to document classical ballet technique.

The concept behind this set revolves around the choreographer’s need to find a way to present a ‘monumental’ feeling whilst using aluminum (a modern metal) to juxtapose the antiquity of the romantic ballets. This metal also has a reflective surface, which parallels that of the water of the lake as well as being the material of a water tank in today’s environment. 

· Sound Design/Composition

The soundtrack for this production has been in development for as long as the choreography, going through many generations of evolution.  The main element, which connects every piece that makes up the complete score, is the style or genre that it portrays.  IDM (Intelligent Dance Music) is one term, which describes this music. It is heavily centred on the use of the computer for sound creation as well as manipulation utilising DSP (Digital Signal Processing) effects. The distortion of the sound aims to create new previously unheard sounds.

Apart from the digital aesthetic, the starting point for the choice of music was the energy-level of each piece. For example ‘Punnik’ by Speedy J is a hard-hitting ‘in your face’ track, which equaled the high energy of the ‘icons’ scene.  Another example is the ‘metamorphosis’ scene in which the choice to use the Pan sonic track ‘MAA’ was made for the sparseness and mood inherent in the music.

In reference to the original ballet, samples were taken from a London Symphony Orchestra recording of Tchaikovsky’s ‘Swan Lake’. However instead of simply including these in the soundtrack, the samples were put through the same DSP sonic contortion (time stretching and reversing etc) that the other tracks stem from, to give the overall piece a homogenous feel.
6. Outline of the classical tale of Swan Lake

The libretto written for ‘Swan Lake’, by VP Begichev and VF Heltser, set the story in medieval Germany, a period which could still be treated as an “age of fable”. The traditional ballet is in four acts. Various productions have made their own additions or alterations of the action, but the story-line is essentially as follows:

Prince Siegfried has just turned twenty-one and his mother insists it is now time to find his bride. When the Prince says he has found no one to love, she organises a ball at which all the eligible maidens of the court will be present. Siegfried is anxious about this and distracts himself by going hunting for swans with his friends that night. They find a lake by a ruined chapel where the swans are gathered. Siegfried is enchanted by Odette, the Swan Queen, leader of the swan maidens, who have now changed into human form. She tells him that she and the other maidens have been turned into swans by an evil sorcerer, Baron Von Rothbart, and can only resume their human shape between midnight and dawn. The Baron, posing as an owl, will only loose his magical power and die, freeing the maidens, when a man is willing to sacrifice himself for Odette. The owl/sorcerer watches while Siegried and Odette pledge their love and faith to one another but when dawn comes she turns back into a swan and Siegfried is distressed. At the ball the following night Siegried is presented with many maidens from different nationalities to choose from. He is not interested in any of them, as Odette is the one in his heart. Mysteriously two strangers appear - the evil Von Rothbart, dressed as a knight and his daughter Odile, dressed in black but whom he has magically transformed to resemble the white swan maiden Odette.

Siegfreid is convinced this woman is Odette and vows he will marry her. Von Rothbart is triumphant in his deception and Siegfreid realises too late his mistake. Odette witnesses everything from the window and is anguished by Siegfried’s betrayal of her. Miserably he returns to the lake to find Odette who believes she must now remain eternally a swan. She tells Siegfreid that only death will break the spell. Together they fling themselves into the lake and drown. Love triumphing, Von Rothbart perishes, the lake disappears and the spell is broken. Odette and Siegfried glide on a jeweled ship into the happily-ever-after. In a different version of the story, the Prince and Swan Queen merely vow they will die together and that breaks the spell.

7. Suggested Activities (Secondary Students) - see attachment 1
8. Worksheet (Primary students) - see attachment 2
9. Reviews and Articles Published - see attachment 3
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Attachment 1:

BIRDBRAIN - Suggested Activities (secondary students)

Topics

· Romantic ballet

· Contemporary and Post Modern Dance

· Deconstruction in Dance and other artforms

· Dance companies of Australia

· Other contemporary versions of ‘Swan Lake’
Choreography

· Research and discuss the classic version of ‘Swan Lake’. 

· Analyse and discuss the movement vocabulary in this ballet. 

· Select small movement sequences from both works that resonate in both presentations. 

· Discuss the choreographic devises in each sequence.

· Select a story and use a blend of breakdance and contemporary dance to communicate this story. 

· Deconstruct the story focusing on the essential elements. 

· Expand these elements to create a non-narrative presentation.
Performance

· Present a movement sequence from Birdbrain. 

· Present a sequence from the romantic ballet.

· Present your own non-narrative dance devised from the deconstruction of your selected story, using the breakdance/contemporary dance techniques.
Appreciation

· Discuss Garry Stewart’s use of video design. 

· How do the visual elements of video and text on screen and tee shirts help to inform the work? 

· Discuss the narrative of Swan Lake. 

· Discuss the fragmentation of this narrative in Birdbrain. 

· How do these components of Birdbrain compare to the romantic ballet of the same story?
Produced in association with Public Program Unit, Queensland Performing Arts Trust.

Attachment 2:

BIRDBRAIN – Worksheet (primary students)

1.
Write down 6 words which you might use to describe a swan.


1……………………………………………………………………………………


2……………………………………………………………………………………


3……………………………………………………………………………………


4……………………………………………………………………………………


5……………………………………………………………………………………


6……………………………………………………………………………………

2.
Make up 4 positions or poses in which you feel you either look or feel like a swan - use some of the words that you wrote above to help you.  Your poses may be standing, squatting, on the floor, or in the air (jumping). Be sure that you can duplicate exactly the same position each time in every detail.

3.
Give these poses names and number them from 1 - 4 (for example: Swan in flight or swan preening).


1……………………………………………………………………………………


2……………………………………………………………………………………


3……………………………………………………………………………………


4……………………………………………………………………………………

4. Practise moving from pose 1 into pose 2. Try to find the simplest transition. When you have done this do the same from 

pose 2 into pose 3, and pose 3 into pose 4. When you get to pose 4 find a transition back into pose 1. Now you will have a circular sequence.

5.
Your teacher will play some music. Put each of your movements to counts. You may choose 4, 6, or 8 counts for each pose.

Remember that you have to reproduce exactly the same pose and transition every time that you do your circular sequence.

Be precise and always keep in mind the “intention” behind the pose when you get there, for example, “I’m covering my eggs”. If you are not sure what your intention was, look at your answers to question 3.

When you have done this you will have made your very own Swan Dance!

 
Once you are proficient at it you may want to halve your counts to help it take on a real dance feeling.

6.
Choose a partner. Face each other across the room. The first person will do their pose 1 and freeze in this pose whilst the second person does their pose 1. The second person will freeze in their pose 1 whilst the first person does their pose 2. Be precise about the counts and do not forget to keep counting your partner’s counts as well as your own so that you are ready to come in straight away with your own pose 2.

As you do this, keep eye contact with each other and react to each other like you are having a conversation.

Slowly come closer together as you do this. The closer you get to each other the smaller the movements become until you are almost only “thinking” about the movement. Bodies may entwine in some movements or be done over the head of the other or through their arms etc.

Just have fun with it! 
9 Reviews Published

The Guardian

Friday May 9, 2003
Judith Mackrell
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Queen Elizabeth Hall, London 
 

As the most iconic work of the classical repertory, Swan Lake is a natural target for deconstruction - and Garry Stewart's Birdbrain is, on one level, a ruthlessly slick and funny dismantling of the ballet's plot and themes. In it, the dancers of the Australian Dance Theatre streak around the stage with key concepts from the ballet printed subversively on their T-shirts. One little group designated as "corps" peel off for some dutifully unison dancing, later dividing into characters who represent either "peasant joy" or "royal disdain." 

But Stewart's analysis of Swan Lake goes far beyond witty bullet points. Part of his work's considerable comedy derives from his knowing and often loving manipulation of the original choreography. There is a virtuoso mime solo in which a man signs the whole of the plot using a startlingly evocative fusion of classical mime and hip-hop body language. The dance for the four cygnets becomes a wrestling quartet, while a solemn line of men and women take it in turns to execute Odile's 32 fouettés. 

Even more interesting are the deviant ways in which Stewart has reimagined Swan Lake. While the ballet's traditional climaxes are glossed over (the lakeside pas de deux is reduced to a snog), some of its more shadowy plot elements are given centre stage. Best are the sections where Stewart explores the swans' trauma as they nightly resume human form. His wracked, visceral choreography makes us feel every cracking sinew, every aching muscle, as the women's wings curve into arms and their webbed feet uncurl. 

Some of the work's more provocative elements can feel dated: the brutal pitch of the score, the aggressive rolls and dives are a little too reminiscent of late-1980s Eurocrash. But ADT's expert dancers reshape this language, fusing it eloquently with the vocabulary of Petipa and Ivanov. 

As for Stewart's overall concept, it is driven not only by serious fantasy but by a passion for the original. The final scene, in which Margot Fonteyn takes a curtain call on a slow-motion film loop while a mourning procession of lovers crosses the stage, could only have been imagined by a choreographer genuinely in thrall to the ritual of Swan Lake. 


The Independent 
12 May 2003

John Percival

Birdbrain, Queen Elizabeth Hall, London, ****
I had no idea how much fun Birdbrain would provide. This is Garry Stewart's light-hearted take on Swan Lake for the Australian Dance Theatre, which he took over in 1999 (London saw this Adelaide company years ago under different leadership). His attitude to Tchaikovsky's ballet is irreverent but never irrelevant, starting with a scratchy recording that skips through highlights of the music in a couple of minutes. Thereafter, a techno soundtrack created by Jad McAdam and Luke Smiles takes over.

Near the beginning, Stewart shows, on a screen behind the stage, a long list of factors needed for a successful ballet. Besides such predictable elements as virtuosity, grace and meaning, he includes marketing and sex appeal. Bright boy – he has made sure that Birdbrain has both.

The cast of 11 all play multiple roles, with names on their T-shirts to identify hero or legend, Odettes or Odiles (quite a few of them, in both genders), "corps" or "swans", "tragedy queen", "lake", even at one point "the story thus far", which introduces an amazingly quick series of mime gestures. There are some abstract labels, too, indicating Stewart's thoughts about the ballet: "peasant joy" coupled with "royal disdain"; "lust and despair"; even one indicating "more irrelevant revelry".

We get the famous 32 fouettés, too, on bare feet and shared among four dancers, but counted out on the screen at the back of the stage. There are, for once, real arrows shot from a real bow – but at a feathery heart, not at swans, reminding us that this is a love story. Also, we see swans turning into women, which should happen in every conventional Swan Lake but rarely does.

The dancers are all kept pretty busy, not only with their continual changes of T-shirt but with multiple kinds of movement: breakdance and hip hop, jumping and landing flat, yoga, contortions, headstands and acrobatics, not to mention classical ballet, this latter especially in pas de deux allusions. The choreography is not so continuously interesting as a good straightforward classic Swan Lake would be (if we ever had the luck to see one nowadays), but does offer speed, strength, variety, skill and a lot of daring, accomplished by the whole team.

And because Stewart is concentrating on what he calls the crevices of the narrative, every now and again he comes up with something really striking that illuminates the subject. I mentioned the swans turning into women; even more notable is the way he takes what is usually a brief moment of acting, as the lovers hurl themselves into the water, and makes a big dance climax of it. Yes, Birdbrain is fun, but not only fun. 

The Times

May 10, 2003

Debra Craine 

Queen Elizabeth Hall
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THE Australian choreographer Garry Stewart has a novel take on Swan Lake. He’s interested in the bits audiences don’t usually think about, those prosaic questions you don’t ask when the poetry is working.  How do those lovely women actually turn into swans? What goes on in their bodies? Does it hurt? And what happens after the desperate lovers throw themselves into the lake? Is it all over?

Birdbrain is the product of those questions (looking between the crevices, Stewart calls it), a fast, furious and sometimes funny deconstruction of Swan Lake told in breakdancing, ballet, martial arts, gymnastics and video projection. It was brought to London by Australian Dance Theatre this week.

Stewart presupposes you know the story. The key moments (including the lakeside love duet, the ballet’s most memorable scene) are thrown away, while the choreography plucks beneath the feathers in search of a less romantic physical truth. The moment of transformation from swan into woman is painfully visible in the dancers’ crushed bodies, terrible spasms undermining the iconic image of grace that Swan Lake represents. 

Right from the start, we feel as if we are in a gym. The dancers, pumped for action, wear casual exercise clothes, including — a brilliant stroke — T-shirts which provide helpful directions towards narrative and theme. Words such as “doom” and “lust” and — my favourites — “royal disdain” and “more pointless revelry” (it takes the T-shirts of three dancers to compile that last phrase). There’s no one Odette, no one Odile, no one Siegfried: the entire company, at one time or another, represent all three. 

I must admit to being thrown by some of the visual elements in Birdbrain, including the bow and arrows and the school uniforms. More successful was the accompanying video which offers a rollcall of famous Odettes (from Legnani to Bussell) and a particularly haunting scene of Fonteyn taking a curtain call in her white tutu. The music, aside from very brief references to Tchaikovsky, is a full blast of techno. 

Australian Dance Theatre is an amazing troupe. The barefoot dancers are just at home with the beautiful high extensions and whipping fouettés of ballet as they are with the alarming pops and rolls of breakdancing. 

These men and women may look like fashion models but they have no qualms about leaping into the air one minute and hurling themselves at the floor the next. Nothing seems to faze them, not even the possibility of bruising. The end of Birdbrain, a flying suicidal arc over the lake, is one of the most hazardous explosions of movement seen in London in years.

________________________________________________________________________________

BBC

May 2003 

Katy Evans


Flying high at the Maltings
Birdbrain by the Australian Dance Theatre, at the Snape Maltings Concert Hall, Snape
Katy Evans reviews The Australian Dance Theatre's performance of Birdbrain based on Swan Lake.

Take Swan Lake, one of the most famous ballets in the world, tear it apart at the seams and stuff it with raw rhythms, frenzied footwork and excessive energy and you get Birdbrain, a heart-stopping, eye-popping hour and 15 minutes of pure genius. 

Australian Dance Theatre provide a truly theatrical and demanding performance that's funky, fast and furious. Although based on Swan Lake, Birdbrain is a slick and stylish masterpiece, poles apart from the famous classic with not a frill or feather in sight.

Artistic director Garry Stewart has created a melting pot of artistic forms, images, and ideas, fusing frenetic techno music with classical ballet, martial arts moves and video artistry to create an unique and unrivalled 21st century contemporary dance experience.

I sat transfixed as 11 agile dancers from down under, leapt, spun and quite literally pirouetted horizontally in what is surely the most exciting and dynamic production Snape Maltings has seen this year. Trying to take it all in was a challenge as there was so much going on at once. I wish that I'd had an extra pair of eyes!

Somersaulting across the stage, the performers displayed aerodynamic athleticism on par with Olympic gymnasts; collectively expending enough energy to power a small village for at least a week. 

Elements of Swan Lake are instantly recognisable but Stewart has taken sections and explored them further. For example, in the traditional story Odette is a swan by day and a woman at night but the change occurs off stage. 

In Birdbrain, we see Odette going through this metamorphosis, which Stewart later describes as being 'both cathartic and traumatic.' The evil Baron von Rothbart is, in this version, a contortionist, making most eyes in the house water as he folded his legs over his head.

The set design is simple yet effective - a stark metallic background with faint silhouettes of dancers past, dim spotlights switching to harsh white flood lights, and a video screen projecting images of swans, snakes and dying souls.

Simple costumes of black trousers and T-shirts emblazoned with words such as despair, longing and lust, as well as the characters names, help guide you through the story. The only deviation was the archer, dressed as a Vivian Westwood-inspired public school mistress with two accomplices in similar smart grey attire, symbolising the institution and formality of classical ballet.

Formed in 1965 and still one of Australia's most influential dance groups, ADT stay true to their mission statement to 'provoke, inspire, excite, challenge, entertain and stimulate'. Birdbrain is without a doubt a first class production that's awe-inspiring and gravity defying. A must for any lover of dance.

Katy's mark: 10/10
BIRDBRAIN 
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