 KATHRYN RICKETTS'S  PERSONAL HISTORY
(Last days of Kathryn and Jorge)

"The Ancestry of my Practice".

One fine evening in 1981 I tumbled onto Simon Fraser University’s main stage and rolled repeatedly over a suitcase until I arrived centre stage, I climbed onto it and there I perched peering pensively through the fourth wall. The choreography was called Departures, my first performance and my world debut as an eager, bold, and very unseasoned dancer. The choreographer, Jorge Holguin, a visiting student from South America shaped his metaphors flamboyantly. His Latin, surreal, sensibility was in good form, moving us through both profound and banal perspectives of arrivals and departure and all the critical spaces between. As the lights faded on stage, the final line from the sound track echoed “Call collect anytime..” For the audience, there wasn’t much hope for resonating meaning of the work as I am sure the ecstatic, gleeful exclamations of the dancers backstage seeped recklessly into the theater. I was propelled offstage with excitement and relief confident that I would be a performer for life! I had never felt such crystallized intensity and knew that this experience would resonate with me for a long time.

Despite the existential implication of this, the post performance reflection was entirely narcissistic. All those people paying for parking, babysitters and tickets to watch me. I am sure the costume made me look great and I didn’t forget a single count! What more could they want?! The fact that we were dancing an immigrant’s story of arrival and departure, of place and displacement, of identity and heritage, ancestry and roots, seemed to pass me by. The fact that we were raising issues of how the living can die and yet continue to live as a ghost of oneself, that all of what one knows can disappear in loss of value and respect, seemed to wash over me. My engagement with the work certainly was not about meaning but rather self-acclamation.  I am a dancer, I performed and the audience likes me. Most importantly, I looked good.

-This was my world of dance for many years with varying degrees of authenticity and depth but never leaving this island of self-affirmation through recognition, no, adoration of form. My friend the choreographer did in fact die but not without me stopping all activity in my life to be by his side and act as his friend, collaborator, nurse and physical conduit for the last moments  (1 ½ years) of his life. Together we created intensively while he was dying and I was living fervently double time and in doing this my world of dance radically shifted. I heard the voice of the dance and my body the dancer became purely the access point. Jorge died far too young and with far too much work yet to be done. I will never forget something he said amidst fever driven monologs that were mostly incoherent ‘I am not finished yet…” At the age of 29, it was the first death I had witnessed and I knew again that my life would never be the same. I had been present for a dying process and recognized the terrible beauty in this journey potent of creativity and with an almost acidic lucidity. The vitality in this crisis where imagination lacked the balance of the body, where a man could be wrapped in a blanket in the studio gray and weak and use my body as a vehicle for his voice was profoundly transformational and a pivotal point in regarding my journey in dance from where I stand now. I am now beginning to understand the ancestry of my practice. I understand how that experience informed my current work as I embrace the voice of others and move it into kinesthetic space to be heard and felt by others. I hope that this amplification becomes a kind of resuscitation of the ‘self’. I have always been interested in crisis and the rupture it produces from continuum into an opening of the unexpected revealing possibilities beyond ones imagination.

For the past 20 years I have been working with marginalized groups in areas of disempowerment or disenfranchised members of the community. Whether it is physical disabilities, racial/sexual/gender injustice or intersocial dysfunctions, I have always been able to trace it to identity and sense of place within oneself in relationship to family, friends close community and to a broader level of global community. As the borders in our world become blurred with heightened information access and intercontinental fluidity we seem to be feeling not racial discrimination but rather a cultural crisis on a global scale. With this murkiness we experience not a cultural diversity but rather a cultural hybridity, which results in an identity crisis on a monumental scale. We are so occupied with underlining the fact that we are all equal that we forget the value of distinction.

-Working in schools, cultural groups, inner city drop in centers and with elders and physically challenged has provided me with the panoramic view of dance alive and well outside the very small world I started in. As I continue to work in the schools as an artist in residence addressing “anti-bullying” issues, I have realized that I am not dealing with bloody noses in the corner of the school and echoed calls of “ragheads”,

“chinks”, and “niggers”. In fact it is the opposite. Instead I am dealing with the profound silencing that comes with the “re-orientation” of place and home that immigrants are obligated to undertake.  When asking an Asian child her name in the classroom she responds “Donna” She tells me this is her Canadian name. I ask for her Asian name and after a few tries with gentle guidance I have it. May I call you by your birth name? The student reveals a grateful and embarrassed smile. This is undoing the cultural silencing and finding the whisper that most likely has forgotten its language. 


This silencing forces the ritual, the traditions, the prayers, the songs out of the body. My interest has been to unearth these buried treasures and to cast them back into space to be valued, recognized and celebrated. I want children, teens, adults and elders to speak, write, dance and sing about their community, their homes their family and by being a catalyst, facilitator and director in this process I hope that some kind of empowerment can result

Recently I had the honor of teaching in a mixed abilities school for dance in London. I was performing with Jade who has severe cerebral palsy. We stood facing each other palms of our hands pressing into each other, bearing each other’s weight, a kinesthetically co-dependent relationship. With a professional able-bodied dancer it would be an exercise achieved quickly and then ready for layering of content or other physical complexities. With Jade, this was enough. I was constantly re negotiating our relationship of fulcrum and balance as the tremors in her body sent layers of information through mine. It was her body’s song and I was learning the words. This is what I consider true dance. 
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The next step of my journey has been to take this information and move it into my skill base. To listen, process and refine, then dance these stories of arrivals and departures, identity and borders, place and home. How can one man’s story of a move from Mykolayviv to Chilliwack, squeeze the heart and bring knowing smiles to hundreds who have departed a homeland and arrived on strange territory. I began to formulate this interest with a series of solo dances called Lugs. In September 2006  I began a methodology course (A/R/Tography), which was fortunately centred on the theme of luggage and it was here I began to explore notions of displacement and identity through movement. With an oversized overcoat, a large hat and a large leather suitcase, my Chaplenesque character began to tell the stories through a poetic narrative with dance as the vehicle. Each Lug traverses an arc in narrative and structure 

traveling from one point of Departure to another of  Arrival with a crisis point in-between. This crisis could be loss of language, transformation of immediacy and presence to memory or shifting relationships and cultural and personal artifacts to practical objects of survival.


Questions are provoked from this such as ; “What would I take with me if I could only take one bag?” “How would I survive in a new land?” “Do I need my family around me?” “Who is my community right now?”

Through spontaneous graffiti from the audience, to found letters, to emailed memories I base the solos on stories of others. With saxophonists a capella singers and digital artists I collaborate through structured improvisations. 

-Throughout running my professional dance company in Denmark (1986 – 1996) I recognized many threads running through my choreographic work that continues today. I have always made work, which addresses identity and place. My works have been located in moving buses, warehouses, on scaffolding, in courtyards, with dancers addressing archetypes within an isolated context.

The second important observation is that I have always been interested in the balance between refined craft and the unpredictable reality. Balancing on bags of shifting sand or teacups perched on baldheads provoking the tension that comes with unmeasured factors This is vital to the level of astuteness the performer brings to the work and in turn the audience brings to the witnessing. Lug carries the threads of my past dealing with place and identity and structured improvisations which are thoroughly researched yet playing with unknown factors I rarely perform a Lug which doesn’t move me to tears immediately after. This is a far cry from my first performance at Simon Fraser University. Do I look good? Did I remember all the moves? Was there a large audience? Will I get a good review? Now irrelevant concerns.

-When a 50 year old women from Poland comes up to me after performing a Lug in the middle of Yaletown one Spring evening and says “you just told my story” I know that I am listening to the dance whisper and it seems that to my delight, so are others.

[image: image2.jpg]



My research will be continuing to perform and record my Lugs in a variety of contexts that provide further information on how the performing arts (dance in particular) can be used within marginalized groups as a tool for revealing and voicing sense of place and identify and how I can as a professional dancer (not therapist) process this information and find the universality in its meaning through the refinement of my craft.

dark night


fear, struck me down


so hard, so tight


air, froze me


i can’t breath...


A poem by a student from China in grade 5
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