Week 8: Movement Studio

Projected Cities; Cinema and Urban Space (Barber, 2002) & Different Trains (Reich, 1988)

This afternoon we will view Steve Reich: City Life, a documentary film about Reich’s process of developing his composition City Life (1995).   You will recall that in week 3-movement studio you choreographed movements that acted on Magdalena Tulli’s guiding principle of a city, “Here it must be explained categorically that the guiding principle of a city can be the right angle, the meander or the star.  It is this that shapes the course of events which will play out in the city from the very beginning of its existence: the meetings, the collisions, the coincidences” (14). 

Today, again, we can employ Reich’s distinctive music to the week’s reading - Projected Cities: Cinema and Urban Space (2002).  In 1988 Reich composed the piece Different Trains: it’s theme originates from Reich's childhood, several wartime years spent traveling with his governess between his estranged parents, his mother in Los Angeles and his father in New York. He describes the train trips as exciting, romantic trips, full of adventure but many years later, it dawned on him that, had he been in Germany during the ethnic cleansing by the Nazis, his Jewish background would have ensured that the trains he would have been riding on would have been very 'different trains.'  

Much of the recorded speech that forms the basis for Different Trains is among the first recordings made on magnetic tape. It is taken from interviews with people in the United States and Europe about the years leading up to, during, and immediately after World War II. In the first movement, America — Before the War, Americans speak about train travel in the US. American train sirens are heard in the background. In the second movement, Europe — During the War, Europeans, many Holocaust survivors, speak about the conditions in Europe during the war, in particular how trains were used to transport millions of civilians to concentration camps, and the sirens used are European train sirens. The third movement, America — After the War, features people talking about the years immediately following World War II, and a return to the American train sirens from the first movement. 

Barber informs us about city-train-films recognizing that arriving in a city by train is the “habitual transport mode of the city film” (113).  Beginning with the Lumiere Brothers Panorama of the arrival at Perrache Station to Lars von Trier’s film Europa in which “an earnest young American of European descent is attempting to contribute to the reconstruction of post-war Germany by working as a steward” (69) to Louis Malle’s, Zazie, cinema often features the entry by train into the city.   

Riding a train and seeing a city flash by is a visual event that places one in the city but not inside the city.   Choreograph a short piece while attending to the music of Different Trains.  What corporeal movements enact that experience?  Consider movements that represent new orientations, and integrate Tulli’s guiding principles of the right angle, the meander or the star to structure the piece.  Assume you are traveling with others and that the experience creates a social connection.  .
