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Abstract

This is an interview with Irish theatre director, Sinéad Rushe, about the making of Concert, a dance-theatre performance based on the music of iconic Irish fiddler Tommie Potts, co-created with performer Colin Dunne (Olivier Award Nominee) and sound designer Mel Mercier (Drama Desk Award Winner and Tony Award Nominee). The show premiered at the Dublin Dance Festival in 2017 with a subsequent international tour including The Pit, Barbican London (as part of Dance Umbrella 2018) and Baryshnikov Arts Centre in New York City (2019). In this conversation with academic, director and dramaturg, Tom Cornford, Rushe discusses her approach to directing a devised production with a particular emphasis on her application of Michael Chekhov’s principles of form, aesthetics and scenography.
Concert was produced by Maura O’Keeffe/Once Off Productions, and co-produced by CND Centre National De La Danse Paris, MA Scène Nationale – Pays de Montbéliard, La Comète Scène Nationale de Châlons-en-Champagne and the Dublin Dance Festival. It was funded by The Arts Council/An Chomhairle Ealaíon and Culture Ireland, and supported by The Irish World Academy of Music and Dance, University of Limerick, Limerick City Arts Office and Dance Limerick. The show was the winner of Gradam Comharcheoil TG4 2018 Award in Ireland for Musical Collaboration. See www.sineadrushe.co.uk. www.colindunne.com
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A Feeling of Form: Directing Concert from the Michael Chekhov Perspective
A Conversation between Sinéad Rushe and Tom Cornford.

Concert is a dance-theatre performance based on the music of iconic Irish fiddler Tommie Potts, a co-creation directed by Sinéad Rushe, performed by Colin Dunne and sound designed by Mel Mercier. It premiered at the Dublin Dance Festival in 2017 with a subsequent international tour including The Pit, Barbican London (as part of Dance Umbrella 2018) and Baryshnikov Arts Centre in New York City (2019).

TC: How did Concert come about as a project? 

SR: It was an impulse from the performer Colin Dunne. I directed his first solo show, Out of Time, which was about Colin’s personal relationship with Irish dance. Here, he wanted to work with the music of Tommie Potts (1912-1988), an iconic Irish fiddler. Potts released only one album in his lifetime in 1972 which is celebrated in traditional music circles. Colin’s aim was to create a response to that album because in some respects his trajectory is similar to that of Potts; Potts tried to innovate within a traditional music form and Colin experiments within the boundaries of the traditional Irish dance form. In addition, given that Potts’s music is revered in the Irish music world, we thought it important to collaborate with a sound designer in order to handle carefully how the music was heard in the theatre. Colin invited Mel Mercier to join the project, an Irish sound designer and composer who has a strong background in traditional music. 

TC: So the project developed as a collaboration between the three of you?

SR: Yes.

TC: How about other aspects of the design?

SR: We debated about having a scenographer also, but there were budget constraints, the risk of having too many key collaborators at the table and there was also the fact that Mel and I had not worked together before. For Out of Time, Colin and I invented the visual design ourselves and then had it built. For Concert, we knew the design would revolve around serving the composition of sound in the space. Early on we had the idea of wooden boards as sites of exploration for Colin to dance on, and because we were dealing with recorded rather than live music, we wanted to use the artefacts of the time of the album’s release: a record player and a tape cassette recorder. 

TC: And do those boards have a basis in his practice? There are sheets of plywood of various sizes placed on the stage floor with rubber mats on top of them. 

SR: Historically, Irish dance would have happened in pubs, village, church or town halls with wooden floors so there’s a simple reference to that. Part of Colin’s practice is to work with rubber mats on stage to dull the reverberation of the taps on his shoes against the raw wood. On tour you’re at the mercy of the stage floors, so rather than construct a touring floor, the boards were treated on their base side to function like a ‘sprung’ dance floor. Of course, they then became a design feature in themselves, evoking small stages, private spaces, isolated islands. Potts was a very private person; he never played with other musicians in public and the only film footage that exists is of him playing in his kitchen. So in Concert, the wooden boards are a nod to the domestic, the intimate, the ordinary. 

TC: But similarly to the recording technologies, you’re thinking of technologies of – 

SR: Of dance and of Colin’s performance in particular. Potts’s tools were traditional music, the fiddle and other music styles. Colin’s tools are his shoes, the mats, the boards and live sound technology with microphones on the soles of his shoes. 

TC: It seems to me that Colin and Mel have got quite clear roles. You have a sound designer who will manage how the music is treated and reproduced, and you have a performer who’s going to dance and perform. What about the director’s role?

SR: My role involved several things: a) driving the questions on dramaturgy, structure, shape of the show; b) determining the dramaturgy of the space; c) interrogating and guiding Colin’s dance (I have a background as an Irish dancer). I set him tasks and grounds for improvisation to investigate a tune or explore material, identified useful lines of direction for his choreography and offered detailed feedback. For the spoken sections, I edited the text with him and directed his delivery, and honed, refined and reshaped; d) holding the ‘whole’ or superobjective of the work, creating systems whereby we could draw from our research (unpublished interviews and private recordings of Potts) and reinforce key themes; e) being the glue between the creative and production teams. I consider it my job to hold the fort, so to speak.

TC: You said about grounds for improvisation, which, to me, is a reference to Michael Chekhov and his idea of improvisation as a bounded act of creativity. As I understand it, he’s usually imagining more than one performer and a shared technical basis for them to do something creative. Usually there’s a dialectic between establishing what you’re going to do and the basis on upon which you’re going to invent and then leaving space for you to add something to the instructions. He gives ‘grounds’ so that it’s not just a free-for-all. How were you understanding that idea of the ground? 

SR: One of the first things we did in the preparation period was listen to the album all the way through. Then we listened to each tune and determined what we thought it’s quality was: a-rhythmical, jerky, jaunty, mournful or meandering, for example. Then Colin would improvise movement to that tune, trying to move consciously with that quality. This became the basic approach to each tune. So that was a very basic ground. 

TC: For Chekhov, quality is an adverb, it’s the way in which something is done. So were Colin’s improvisations always grounded in the vocabulary of traditional Irish dance where he was physically trying to replicate that quality? Or is it more emotional than that? 

SR: It’s a mix of both. The trouble with a traditional dance form is that there’s a certain limitation, even though Colin has worked very hard to open the vocabulary up. Often the improvisation was within that dance vocabulary but sometimes it was more human, more pedestrian; the quality of the tune determined which terrain his movement ventured into. Sometimes his impulse began with ‘ordinary’ movement but he developed it later into choreography. Our difficulty was one of trying to move beyond merely dancing to the tune but at the same time appreciating that each tune had certain demands. It was important that Colin was not in competition with the tune; Potts was not there to answer for himself or able to adjust to the moment as any live musician would do. We were sensitive to the fact that traditional music is essentially a live form, and that in Concert only one half of our duet was present. 

TC: So are you thinking about quality as a physical quality? 

SR: Yes, but perhaps it’s a little broader than the way Chekhov thinks about it; for example, one tune feels like it doesn’t want to end, another goes round and round, another feels like a swing number and that it needs two or three other people to dance with. Colin would take that sensation of ‘it feels like there should be three of us doing this’ into an improvisation. He didn’t mime a situation where there were two other people; he was inspired by the expanded, collective, outward facing energy of it. It’s psychophysical and it’s almost a gesture. 

TC: Can you explain what you mean by ‘gesture’ in this context? 

SR: In his standard use of that term Michael Chekhov calls psychological gesture the predominant energetic will or drive of the character, something that summarises the character. Here, we sometimes asked ourselves, what’s the gesture this tune is making, what’s it driving towards, what does it want to do, what is it’s direction? Is it relentlessly moving forward or is it more static, on the spot? More importantly, we talked about gesture for the shape of the whole piece. Potts lamented the limitations of traditional Irish music; he felt it wasn’t virtuosic and was repetitive. He looked to classical music, sacred song and opera for fresh inspiration. For example, in his arrangement of the traditional tune ‘Rakish Paddy’, he took exact motifs from Chopin and inserted them into the tune; it’s playful and fresh. He was also a fervent Catholic, so I felt strongly that there is a spiritual yearning in his music for something more, a reach for this form to uplift, to take us somewhere else, to stir the soul. 

TC: So that ended up becoming an underlying dynamic for the whole piece, this idea of trying to take off? 

SR: It determined the structure of the show in three parts, yes. In part one, Colin explores the material, searching for the essence of Potts. Here, everything on stage was isolated, fragmented and the atmosphere was introspective. In part two, all the boards come together with a sense of Colin ‘meeting’ Potts and Colin dances a series of tunes back to back in a suite. In part three, Colin moves beyond dance and immerses in a sonic world, playing the piano, some chords on the violin, replaying Potts’s recordings; this section moves beyond Potts and offers something else. In the early stages we thought part three would be a rousing, uplifting, epic or symphonic piece of new music, merging the recordings of Potts and Colin. But we realised Potts isn’t like that; his spirit is much lighter and humble. So it became a more modest look at what else we might do, at where this encounter between Colin and Potts might take us. 

TC: And for lighting, did you retain the same kind of vocabulary you’d been using? 

SR: I took Colin Grenfell through the atmosphere of moments and of the three parts, and that became key vocabulary between us all.

TC: Atmosphere, in the Chekhovian sense, of the feeling of a space in time?
SR: That’s right, and asking how that feeling manifests in space is very helpful. We weren’t deconstructing Potts to question him; we wanted in some sense to honour his project and bring him to a different kind of audience. And to convey his specific atmosphere which has a sense of play, surprise, innovation, a quirky a-rhythmicality, a lack of crescendo; it is intimate with a reflective sadness. These were our guides. 

TC: So let’s think more generally about what you’re doing as a director in this situation. Most of the things which we might think of as a director being or doing are absent. I’m interested in what you’re doing as something which you might repurpose Chekhov’s technique for. It is known, now, as an actor training technique, but you approached these concepts in a situation which is very different. How did you go about that? 

SR: Above all, I connect to the Chekhov work through his broader principles that shape an artistic approach. For Concert, something as simple as Chekhov’s idea of a feeling of form led the process: the form of the tunes, their structure, their sound composition in the theatre space, the poetic of the speakers moving around the stage. The content can emerge from the form; we can make work by leading on a principle like that.

I worked with Chekhov’s sense of direction – he talks about the six directions in space (up, down, forward, back, left and right). At one point, we were going to have the boards lift and become suspended so that the ‘floor’ Colin had danced on would find elevation and flight. But as our thinking evolved it wasn’t right; we hadn’t earned that. Yet we did find verticality in two ways: lighting a flown speaker the first time we hear Potts’s voice and in the transition to part three when the boards become a makeshift, vertical ‘screen’ to project Potts’s image for the first time. These were two small conscious events that projected verticality. So I’m using a broad application of these principles in making, thinking and dramaturgy that activates space dynamically and that conveys meaning. 

I also use his ethical principles to create an atmosphere in the rehearsal space. Asserting and embodying the principles of ease, a feeling of the whole and a positive expansion can help everyone in the room to hold their nerve and to have faith in working on material that is elusive or doesn’t form itself very quickly or easily. Chekhov’s intangible principles help hold a space for the unknown, chaotic and uncertain landscape of devising where you really haven’t a clue about what you have until your third show in front of an audience.

TC: It occurs to me that there’s a contrast between something that feels quite instinctive, personal, and based on a hunch, contrasted with Chekhov, who’s highly systematic. I wonder if these are related to each other, and what the benefit is of you having access to this sort of systematic way of thinking in these kinds of contexts? 

SR: It goes back to what Chekhov says himself: you cultivate technique so that you are free to improvise and follow a hunch when it arrives. But if you’re relying on inspiration alone without the knowledge of structure or exercises that might unlock something on the day that nobody has any ideas, then it will never work. Chekhov would be the first to say that it’s very important to hear and endorse the instinct of the artist, that you’re not serving the technique, the technique needs to serve you. Our creative individuality is the spark that is our impulse to create and it must be honoured and cherished. The scaffolding of the technique is what allows that to exist, because you’re practising tools that keep the capacity for hunches to arrive and for them to take shape. 

TC: And that contradicts the mainstream assumptions of actor training, doesn’t it? Because most people tend to talk about actor training as providing tools for a situation. 
SR: Chekhov says if you know how to play your role, then play it and never mind about the tools; they are there for when you don’t know. Of course, I absolutely believe in knowing and bringing things to consciousness because that’s what makes us free rather than lost or deluded. I’m not at all advocating a ‘just feel it’ approach. Nevertheless, I think sometimes with technique we can forget that the tools are about developing the capacity for inspiration, for pursuing instinctively a strong impulse and knowing how to bring it to fruition. We need to make sure that our techniques create a space for that impulse to be heard and felt and followed up on, and that they’re not dismissing it or closing a door on it or making it impossible even to exist.

Good technique – and good use of technique – creates that space. In all creative processes, there’s a delicate balance to be struck between being tight and loose, between knowing when to craft and decide balanced with when to change tack and throw things up in the air. It’s challenging; too much of one can wreck the work so you have to learn to recognise the symptoms. The technique is not about providing instant, ready-made solutions, it’s about teaching us how to explore, search, remain curious, sustain interest for as long as possible, return to the familiar again and again so that our discoveries are arrived at with the appropriate levels of depth, rigour and integrity. You can’t have a formula for that. 
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