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I am remembering my initial mispronunciation of the term ‘quietude’ – I managed to distort a concise subtly beautiful word, to bear the weight of too many consonants – ‘Quietitude’; maybe it was the red wine or perhaps the long drive down the winding lane towards Llangrannog…

So, I have stuck with this misnomer ‘Quietitude’, to focus on a ‘Quiet-etude’, a study into the notion of the quiet and the still in performance practice and methodology. 

Our week spent concentrating on Quietude has reinforced some of the fundamentals of my personal performance practice. It incessantly demanded a stripping away, a strategic unfolding and a surpassing of the habitual. To begin to work with Quietude, to begin working as a new group, we had to return to the essential principles of performance; we had to find the individual and communal courage to lay ourselves bare. These are all elements that as performers we focus on from the beginning of our training - to find a place of strength and honesty from which to start making solid work; but in silence and stillness it demands so much more. More from us as performers and perhaps more from the spectator bearing witness. 
Quietude - the state of being quiet; tranquil; calm; still. (With a roaring fiery furnace working, burning me from the inside out).
So, what does this mean in performance terms?  What is effective and engaging Quietude? 

And how can we as performers train to work towards it, and retain its ephemeral power in the moment of performance? 

What practically functions? – What doesn’t? 

How does such work confront the expectations of the audience who expect to be sated by the performative encounter, and does it demand more from them? 

This is a distillation of the questions raised within our week of investigation and research that we began to answer through our exercises together.  

When processing these findings, I have been focusing on the ephemeral principles that are at the heart of my own work. My own praxis has investigated factors orbiting the notion of presence, starting at the writings and practices of Eugenio Barba, and moving towards a personal consideration of honesty, risk, and endeavour. I am concerned with a stripping away of the superfluous, a journey towards the body, and a ‘trying to find’ that which I consider to be essential– in terms of methodology, aesthetic, and politic.  Working with Quietude seems to demand each of these elements at all times - rigour is key here. 

As a group we unearthed a string of principles which continued to appear time and again in each exercise, and it is these that I would like to focus on in order to try and ascertain what it is that lies at the core of an approach to engaging Quietude in performance.

The fiery furnace
The window
Effective and engaging quietude seems to be the ability to hold space and time utilising simply ones presence. This transient and somewhat unquantifiable state seems at times obtainable through the utilisation of internal stimulus.  As a performer you become a window, allowing the spectator to peer into the depths of something deeper, something hidden. We as performers must create a glimpse of this vista. Our performative membrane must therefore, not be closed. 

This is the fiery furnace. In order to instigate a stimulation of the spectator’s curiosity and attention, it is crucial that each moment, each action is informed and imbued by strong internal stimuli that render every performative moment full and consequential for performer, and thus in a reciprocal connection, for the spectator also. This starts in training and improvisation, but must hold true in the moment of performance.

Quietude can leave room for the spectator, in, temporal, spatial, aesthetic terms, to imprint upon each moment a personal breath, new connotations, and new stories. New questions, threats and accusations can arise from Quietude, leaving fingers firmly pointed, yet ambiguously soft, wavering, fragile. Quietude can provide framework for thought, potentially allowing room for image to manifest and roam freely in the mind of spectators.

Throughout our week, I was continually reminded of the work of Japanese Architect Tadao Ando, and his work on the principle of Shintai, and the way that space is created by those who inhabit it. Tadao states that he has a 

‘desire to inspire internal vistas within the individual which correspond to spaces that the individual harbours within him/ herself..”
  

I see this idea to be at the very heart of the graft of performers. To create windows by which the audience catch a glimpse of themselves, or something folded inside. This is how we start asking questions, and how we use performance as a tool for probing and to challenge.

So how in Quietude do we find this furnace of impulses which act as catalyst for the manifestation of this vista? This is a highly personal process, and during our week, we utilised both written word and visual images to forge authentic movement in training and moments of performance.  Both were effective, and highlighted the need to keep this fire inside of us burning in order to retain presence and energy within the space.
My session on blossoming and withering was an initial investigation into how different performers work with internal imagery. I am interested in the transformation of state which begins from the inside, and how this can inform physical movement. When working in Quietude however it is very interesting to experience the physical manifestations of these transformations internally, yet resist being moved by them. Instead we worked to harness their energy to inform relative stillness. From my observations, watching bodies palpably journeying through something, encountering both resistance and surrender, was very strong.

This was also true of the exercise in which we started with text from Margaret’s poems. These words formed a core which each performer held within them. The words informed our actions which were performed in silence, yet these actions could still be read somehow by those watching, not in a literal sense, as though we had ‘acted them out’; instead as though they had flavoured our movement and expressions, to leave just a trace within us.
As a performer, when I am not committed to my actions, if I am not stimulated by that which is at my core, I falter.  It is palpably clear when Quietude is hollow, deflated, or enforced with austerity. Engaging Quietude seems to flourish from internal transmogrification. Now, we as spectators want to know more, we want to create stories. We cannot resist but forge meaning. It is this burning Quietude that starts a questioning in the minds of spectators. 
Burning moments

Surrender and Resistance
Maintaining this stimulus brings with it pitfalls, as we discovered throughout the week. Resisting stagnation revealed itself to be key in our research. If one attempts to consistently hold on to something, for example a stimulus, then we inevitably render our actions predictable, dead. We need to be on the edges of ourselves. We need to train to forget this stimulus, so it is alight inside of us, but we can move beyond it. In this sense we must trust our actions, and allow our bridges to burn from moment to moment – here we begin to find true presence. We keep our eyes on the future, and our backs open to the past. As stated in our walking exercise - I feel the weight of the cape of my ancestors on my shoulders and the pull from the ghosts of my future.

So there is a liminal space here which must be sought out; it is fleeting and somewhat capricious. In somatic terms it is a battle to retain this furnace inside, but not to ‘show’ it. In physiological terms, it is equilibrium between mental resistance and surrender; you are porous and seeping, yet you have not given your all.  Surrender just enough of yourself to trace an opening into your struggle. Yet, give too much and you deflate, you allow yourself to be overwhelmed by self judgement. You have held onto the moment for too long, you have been scalded.

‘In the whirlwind of her motion, the dancer creates and destroys the cosmos. She is both building and burning her steps in the dancing. She is a wildish god who honours her intuitions – not looking forward – she moves into the eye of the storm. Being fully present, she learns to trust her steps, to erase them in the doing. She does not admire them (self reflexive awareness signals aesthetic poverty); but she loves her steps in the moment of their piercing time… In the storm there is not time to admire one’s steps, only perform them.’

Artaud talks about gesture in this way. His treatise on Theatre and its Double demands a return to gesture and honesty.  He was concerned with unrepeatable actions or gestures that destroyed themselves in their very moment of creation – propelling the performer onto the next authentic, honest movement.

These factors seem to be even harder to fathom when working with Quietude; to find the internal energy that allows you to be in the moment, even when motionless and without words. We witnessed this functioning well at times within our group. This power was fierce in still female bodies, which moved only fractions over long periods of time. We were enthralling as we were party to the power of subliminal transformation at the core of the work.  Bodies did not move significantly in time or space, yet the endeavour was visible and the performers were on the edge of themselves.

When focusing on this state of readiness, and the burning of bridges, the clapping and sprinting exercises were key training tools. However when trying to weave these principles into practical moments of performance, new challenges arose. Personally I found that self doubt and self judgements disabled my ability to be ‘in the moment’. I feel that this was sometimes due to self consciousness, as in Annie’s game. It also brought to light the fact that when working with Quietude, the words we do choose to say, seem to hold so much more weight and importance, as though plucked out of the dark. 

During the walking exercises which incorporated the gesture of surrender/ resistance (arms raised above head), along with the verbal construct “ I will not”…”you will not”, I felt myself judging my words in the moment of their utterance, for being too contrived, or pompous. These judgements were fatal as they rendered my actions stuck in the past, not allowing me to burn the bridges and move to the next moment. 

The light and the dark

There is something about executing slow actions in silence that can render movements altogether dark, cold and austere. In the initial stages of the week, we were concerned with maintaining concentration, alignments, directions, balance – in fact all of the manifold somatic principles which are key. For this reason, there was a tendency to fall to heaviness and solemnity. With silence and relatively slow actions, we can sometimes tread a path which drags us down into the underworld. This leads to sensations that Quietude simply denotes the tragic, negative and grave. Yet from witnessing fleeting moments throughout the week,  Quietude can spark great strength, positivity and power. There is room for fragility here also; a fragility that comes with acceptance and openness, a fragility which in turn becomes our strength and resistance. However these states cannot be obtained unless lightness is sculpted into our bodies.

The slow walking exercises in particular were the most concrete examples of this pitfall. A gradual, slow propelling forward often led the body to become burdened by the task, rendering facial expressions severe, and postural alignment sagging. Utilising imagery pertaining to air and upward motion assisted with this issue, and helped during a very grounded task. 

The Gift
The notion of giving in relation to Quietude is extremely valuable. As already discussed, Quietude demands that we are open and porous; we give just enough of ourselves. In this state we can allow our inner workings to become manifest, we can perhaps engage the spectator here. Even the smallest gesture or utterance can have immense impact when working in Quietude and sate the expectations of spectators, it can become a giving. But timing and subtlety are key here. It does not suffice to throw in a sweeping gesture for the sake of changing dynamic or tempo. A true moment of giving comes from watching the body at work in minimal actions, observing it journeying subtly. Therefore the giving of a gesture, word or gaze must spring from true impulse, it must be a true momentary magnification of what has been happening continuously internally. 

I am reminded of the Japanese aesthetic principle Yugen, which can be described as the beauty of seeing someone go through an intense suffering as a result of being human. I imagine the word suffer, not simply to denote pain and anguish, but to also denote endurance and endeavour.

As a group we witnessed moments of giving in performance, whereby the momentary gift of an action or gesture, or change – led to a new energy in the performance space which lingered long after its completion.

I experienced this sense of giving in practical terms. When working with the exchange of weight during a training exercise, I was suddenly overwhelmed that I had ‘let go’. Not in the sense of losing concentration, but I had found a way to trust myself and not hold back. This experience informed my understanding of the need to move beyond total control in performance, to trust oneself to ‘do and to ‘be. However to fully obtain this, would take prolonged work as a group. I felt an analogy here between the giving of my weight, and the moment of sharing the gaze with a spectator. Again, it comes back to resisting and surrendering.

Quietude seems to bring us back to a beginning, a consideration for the basic principles of performing. It demands that we work with total commitment to each moment. Any digression from this integrity and concentration renders our work deflated, and it will be clear to the spectator that our furnace has died down; we will no longer hold their attention. Likewise, another more precarious pitfall is our self judgement. When we are unable to navigate our actions from one moment to the next, we become self indulgent and limp.

It seems that Quietude may demand something more of the spectator. Initially patience springs to mind – but this surely is not simply the case. Witnessing a performer ensconced yet open in a performative Quietude can be infinitely more expressive and engaging than the most brilliant choreography. Therefore perhaps such work demands a reconciliation on the part of the spectator, to the fact that they will need engage with this work; they will need to be open and give something of themselves. Only then will an individual sculpt a sense of what the work is for them. 

Artaud states “At the point of deterioration which our sensibilities have reached, it is certain that we need above all a theatre that wakes up nerves and heart.”

And it is with this exact idea that we must approach our work as performers. Our impulses must stem from stimuli that wake up our insides. They must hold vital significance for us – they must have consequence.
Tim Etchells asks “Are you bound up in this? Or is it the shape of a passion and the noise of a politics? Are you at risk in this? That’s all I want to know.”

These quotes represent for me a core to an approach to effective Quietude. Here we are laid bare; we can hold great strength, but only through an acceptance of our fragility. In Quietude we have the potential to open wounds, to put forward poignant questions. We must take responsibility for this and invest ourselves in our work with every fibre. 
Our greatest endeavour during the week was to articulate the process whereby an effective Quietude might be obtained. We found that each performer had to find the discipline to struggle to be honest and to find the honest impulse. It is through and acceptance of this struggle that we begin to find our way.

With this in mind, we have made inroads towards an approach to an engaging and resonant Quietude. 
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� I am reminded of an article by Peggy Phelan encapsulating her experience of Marina Abramovic’s performance in 2002, The House with the Ocean View. Abramovic spent twelve days inside the Sean Kelly Gallery in New York. Elevated on a construction of three small stages she abstained from eating, drinking and communicating verbally. Phelan describes,


 


I slowly walked up to the white line… Immediately, our eyes met, locked. I was taken aback by the intensity, the density of your eyes… It felt aggressive. Before long, I was sweating. You slowly came off the wall and began to walk towards me. As you walked, my body began to shake. My left buttock began to tremble. I became extremely self-conscious, and the closer you came the more I shook…Then I saw that you were shaking too. You came right to the edge of the stage and you were shaking so hard I thought you might fall off.


(Adrian Heathfield, Live Art and Performance, (London: Tate Publishing, 2004), p. 24.


 


This piece demands that the audience take a risk to engage in a direct and silent encounter. Although there was no physical contact, the act of witnessing Abramovic palpably ‘going through something’ must have been overwhelmingly charged and intense.  When considering spectatorship, Phelan goes on to state, ‘Such drama poses considerable risks, for both artist and the viewer. Faced with the choice of looking away or looking back, one realised there was a cost for each choice’. Both spectator and artist are revealed in a state of honesty, looking and seeing each other. In this piece there was no dramatic act or climactic moment to create a noisy facade, instead the presence of the artist and the courage of the spectator combined to create a charged durational event.


(Adrian Heathfield, Live Art and Performance, (London: Tate Publishing, 2004), p. 25.








