Week 3: Movement Studio

Dreams and Stones (Tulli, 2004) & City Life (Reich, 1995)

A leading inquiry in this program is about how the city influences the work of its inhabitants.  In this movement activity you will act on how the city influenced the writer Magdalena Tulli, and the musician Steve Reich.

Tulli’s book is saturated with city references and we know that she lives in Warsaw.  Tulli tells us that 

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)  

The right angle: 

For example a city of right angles is such that the location of one thing in relation to another signifies no more than distance and direction.  Space cannot absorb or convey any substance beyond the purely practical, superficial, and indifferent.  Every corner is equally important. (14)

The meander:

“The principle of the meander turns streets into a chaotic labyrinth, creating countless numbers of figures of various shapes on top of each other and permeating one another, any of which may turn out to be part of a larger whole” (14).   “From every square a variety of streets leads to the next square, making the inhabitants’ heads spin and their eyes flit about in every direction, their minds cluttered with the perpetual weighing of alternatives” (15).

The star: 

Only the inhabitants of a city built according to the design of the star are never faced with the necessity of choice.  They are obliged to move around in straight lines, yet in a certain sense all straight lines there are parallel.  In every place only one appropriate road meets the eye.  And so the calm pedestrians look directly ahead, which gives them an expression of infinite patience.  The main streets there lead radially to the important point, which marks the true center.  (15)

These guiding principles of a city are calling for choreography.  But this time your group will consider not only the image of those principles but sounds from a piece by Steve Reich: City Life - Check it Out (Movement 1) released in 2005 in the compilation, Steve Reich: Works – 1965-1995.

Steve Reich was born in New York City in 1938. When he was one year old his parents divorced, and Reich divided his time between New York and California. He was given piano lessons as a child and describes growing up with the "middle-class favorites," having no exposure to music written before 1750 or after 1900. At the age of 14 he began to study music in earnest, after hearing music from the Baroque period and earlier, as well as music of the 20th century, and he began studying drums with Roland Kohloff in order to play jazz. He attended Cornell University, graduating with a B.A. in philosophy. His B.A. thesis on Ludwig Wittgenstein influenced his musical work Proverb (1995) and You Are (variations) (2004). Reich is a pioneer of minimalism phasing technique, which is an American genre of experimental or Downtown music named in the 1960s based mostly in consonant harmony, steady pulse, stasis and slow transformation, and often reiteration of musical phrases or smaller units such as figures, motifs, and cells. Starting in the early 1960s as a scruffy underground scene in San Francisco alternative spaces and New York lofts, minimalism (The term process music has also been used) spread to become the most popular experimental music style of the late 20th century. Its accessibility, periodic rhythm, consonance, and pleasant and often even pretty sonorities drew millions of fans, especially among pop-music lovers, who had turned away from modern music, while simultaneously enraging many classical and academic musicians who saw it as a cheap throwback to a kind of mindless simplicity.

The Reich piece you will hear, and set your choreography to, is from City Life, a minimalist composition scored for 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 vibraphones, unpitched percussion, 2 samplers, 2 pianos, string quartet, and double bass. It uses digital samplers amongst the instruments used in performance, and these play back a wide variety of sounds and speech samples, mainly recorded by Reich himself in and around his home town of New York. These sounds include: fragments of speech, car horns, door slams, air brakes, subway chimes, pile drivers, car alarms, heartbeats, boat horns, buoys, and sirens. The last movement uses bits of field communications from the New York Fire Department during the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center. The use of samplers extends the idea of using everyday sounds in music, indebted to the taxi horn in Gershwin's An American in Paris, the sirens used by Varèse, and Antheil's airplane propeller within the classical tradition as well as to rock and roll and rap.  The work is divided into five movements and like many other Reich compositions; they follow an arch-like form of A-B-C-B-A. The movements are: Check it out, Pile driver/alarms, It's been a honeymoon -- can't take no mo', Heartbeats/boats and buoys, and Heavy smoke.  Only the first movement will be used in your choreography. 

Adapted from: Wikipedia.org:  Steve Reich
