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DEATH BECOMES HER Eiko illuminates the dying process.

Do or die

Eiko & Koma offer a haunting
portrait of the end of life in Death

Poem By Gia Kourlas

or the past two seasons, Eiko
F & Koma have created works

inspired by some aspect of
death and performed them in the
graveyard of St. Marks Church.
This year marks the entrancing
Japanese couple's most personal
take on the subject. In Death Poem,
an intimate, existential piece that
opens at Danspace Project Thurs-
day 23, Eiko & Koma head inside
the church to create a meditation on
the process of dying. “I was telling
friends that thisisnota very dancey
piece,” Eiko explains. “It can’t be.
But pecple come to look at babies
and say, ‘How beautiful!’ So why
don’t we sometimes look at some-
body whois dying?”

The new piece is likely to be
more unsettling than the pair’s re-
cent works, which focused on the
aftermath of violent death (2002's
Offering) and the ancient cycle of
life (2004’s Tree Song). Eiko—pale,
raven-haired and portraying an ail-
ing woman—lies behind a veneer of
mosquito netting, which gradually
rises to expose her body. As the au-
dience gazes at her, she gazes right
back. “This is mainly Eiko’s solo,”
Koma announces at the pair’s West
Side apartment. “The piece is only
50 minutes, and for about 40, Eiko
is dancing alone, Then I come in as

amourner or a caretaker figure, and
we dance together.”

Named after the Japanese tradi-
tion in which one writes a poem
while on the brink of death, the new
work is a way of blessing the end
of a life. “Even though this piece is
hard, I feel that it's something we
have to go through,” Eiko explains.
“Thisisthe most realisticproject we
have ever made. But it is not ‘Eiko
& Koma's death poem.'” Koma
agrees: ‘It is a performance. Other-
wise, Iwould cry.”

Death Poem, which is set to a
score of natural sounds incorpo-
rating frogs, crickets and cicadas,
features visual elements from past
works, from falling snow to a blue
painting of a woman floating in
water from the pair’s 1993 Wind.
In the final section, in which Koma
joins Eiko, they seem to dance with-
in the painting, as if they're floating
inwater. “Becauseitismy funeralin
away, we included all of the things
that we have done,” Eiko explains.
“I'm not saying that I am really
dying! We cannot express death

because we don't know what it’s re-
ally like—we have only seen other
people die. But for the living, death
doesn't feel complete. Once you are
invested in a relationship, you feel
what's missing. That’s what ['ve
been feeling lately”

The piece was sparked by the re-
cent deaths of a few of the couple’s
friends, including a Japanese art-
ist whom Eiko took care of during
the last weeks of her life. “She was
diagnosed with terminal cancer in
April,” Eiko recalls. “During the
summer, [ filed all of her paintings,
solsawheralmostevery day inthat
process of dying. But what Irealized
is that the body deteriorates day by
day. Living is dving. Youstill have
lots of time to kill.”

Eiko & Koma's work is gor-
geous and grueling; at a snail’s
pace, their deliberate movement
forages the depths of sorrow until
you can’t help but examine your
own. “When I am lying down
in the piece, I'm still living, I'm
still seeing and feeling,” Eiko ex-
plains. “T will really be looking.
And I'm also passing time.” She
leaps to the floor to demonstrate,
brushing her slim fingers toward
one another while staring into the
distance. “I'm not imitating my
friend’'s movements,” she adds.
“It's more of a feeling that I'm re-
hearsing. But by rehearsing, my
recognition is there, so in a sense
it may be very real. 'm not acting
somebody else’s death.” She shiv-
ers. “I don’t know. [ ama little bit
scared. [ still don’t know how to
do this yet, but I don’t want this to
bejusta sad piece.”

The mood lifts with Koma’s out-
burst: “Thisis strange! It Jizs to be
asorrowful dance. lappear later be-
causeinasense [ cannot do thiskind
of dancing.”

“Why not?” Eikoshrieks. “You're
going to die too! Stop it!”

He flexes his muscles: “I'm doing
the weight training, [ will try to be
100" After a pause, he continues,
“She is so good at this kind of move-
ment because already she faced se-
rious death twice. She wasina coma
two times in her life. You know that
when a person is dying, they can
hear, right? In Japan, we say, ‘Don’t
cry or don't say bad things.” While
people are watching Eiko dance, |
want them to say, ‘You area beauti-
fuldancer, a beautiful friend.’ T want
theaudiencetotell her.”

Eiko & Koma perform Death
Poem at Danspace Project
Thursday 23 through Sunday 26.




