Wayne McGregor

“Shards of feverish, unpredictable movement ricochet through Wayne McGregor’s choreography with the force of an unleashed cyclone”

Los Angeles Times

Boundaries within the dance world have become so eroded that it often makes little sense to distinguish between classical and modern, straight and popular, even between live performance and technology. It certainly makes no sense attaching those labels to the prolific stream of activity emanating from Wayne McGregor during the last decade. A casual sampling of his output (alongside all the works he’s created for ballet companies, for television and for his own company Wayne McGregor | Random Dance) includes site specific installations at the Hayward Gallery, Canary Wharf and the Pompidou Centre, Paris, a number of pioneering internet dance projects, youth schemes and a research study with the Neuroscience Department of Cambridge University.

McGregor was born in Stockport in 1970 and studied dance at University College, Bretton Hall and at the José Limon School in New York. In 1992 he founded his own company Wayne McGregor | Random Dance, and in the same year was appointed choreographer-in-residence at The Place, London.

Wayne McGregor | Random Dance was one of many small-scale British companies emerging in the 1990’s but two features made McGregor’s work stand out. The first was the unique quality of his vocabulary.  This had its origins in McGregor’s own long, lean and supple physique and in his body’s ability  to register movement with peculiar sharpness and speed. At one extreme McGregor’s dancing was a jangle of tiny fractured angles, at the other it was a whirl of seemingly boneless fluidity. Translated from his own body onto the half dozen members of Wayne McGregor | Random Dance the effect was of a dense, flickering energy field.

The second outstanding feature of the work was its embrace of new technology. McGregor started playing with computers when he was seven and it was natural for him to incorporate the cyber world into his own choreography. Collaborating with state-of-the art designers he experimented with projecting computer generated images onto the stage. In Sulphur 16 (1998) dancers were dwarfed by the presence of a shimmering virtual giant and danced with a company of digital figures who wove and shimmered among them like visitants from another age. In Aeon (2000) digitally created landscapes transported the dancers to what seemed like other dimensions and other worlds.

On specific occasions McGregor has used technology to alter the conditions under which his work is viewed. 53 Bytes (1997) was created for simultaneous performance by two sets of dancers in Berlin and Canada and it was watched by audiences in both countries by live satellite link. In 2000 McGregor aimed for an even more global public by transmitting a live performance of his Trilogy Installation over the internet – envisioning yet more directions in which dance might be transformed by technology.

McGregor’s experiments have earned him a string of nominations and awards. These include an Arts Foundation Fellowship in 1998, Time Out Awards for Outstanding Achievement in 2001 and 2003, two Lawrence Olivier Awards for 2Human, 2004 and Chroma, 2007, a South Bank Show Award for Chroma.  In 2007 and 2008 he won The Critics’ Circle National Dance Award for Best Modern Choreography for Amu, 2007 and Best Classical Choreography Chroma the first choreographer ever to win in both categories. He recently won the Audience Award at Zagreb Dance Week for Entity, which premiered at Sadler’s Wells, London, in April 2008. 

In 2002 Wayne McGregor | Random Dance was invited to become Resident Company at Sadler’s Wells and McGregor celebrated his new home with Nemesis.  Here he experimented with technology of very different kind – attaching long mechanical limbs to the arms of his dancers. Part weapon, part prosthetic body part these strangely jointed, freakishly articulate devices lent the dancers a mysterious and beautiful menace.

Experiments like these could easily descend into gimmickry but McGregor has always been as curious about the technology of the dancing body as he has been about machines.  For example, the stimulus for AtaXia (created for Wayne McGregor | Random Dance in 2004) was provided by the Experimental Psychology department at Cambridge where McGregor, appointed Research fellow, was engaged in a study of body brain interaction. Dancers are the most expert co-ordinators of body-brain states yet here McGregor became fascinated by the energy and beauty of neurological dysfunction.  For Amu McGregor continued his association with science by working with heart imaging specialists, alongside a typically prolific set of artistic collaborators, to question both the physical functions and symbolic resonances of the human heart. In his current production, Entity, McGregor receives input from neuroscientists and cognitive scientists on the brain/body messages fuelling movement. 

During the last 15 years  McGregor has also extended his choreographic range by combining  his work for Wayne McGregor | Random Dance with a variety of  other projects. His contributions to non-dance productions have included choreography for The National Theatre’s Fram and A Little Night Music, English National Opera’s Salome, Cleansed at The Royal Court, Kevin Spacey’s Cloaca at The Old Vic, Lloyd Webber’s Woman in White in the West End and on Broadway and Midsummer Marriage for Chicago Lyric Opera. His creations for other dance companies have included work for Paris Opera Ballet, Rambert, La Scala, NDT1, Stuttgart Ballet, English National Ballet, San Francisco Ballet and the Royal Ballet. He has also created work for film and television including the award winning chrysalis (2002) and choreography for the Warner Bros. movie Harry Potter The Goblet of Fire. These commissions have allowed McGregor to work under very different conditions and with dancers trained in very different styles from his own.

Works like Symbiont(s) for The Royal and 2Human for ENB are he says on the “interface between classical and modern dance” where the fleet footwork of ballet has been yoked to his own fierce speeds and the dancers have been goaded to explore new ways of lifting and balancing within the format of classical pas de deux. In brainstate (2001) McGregor combined dancers from The Royal with those from Random to set up a large scale dialogue between their individual styles of movement and performance.

Though McGregor draws direct inspiration from his dancers, music is important to his process too. The tense futurist worlds of his earliest works were made edgier by the accompaniment of abrasive club music, though in his later works McGregor has exploited the emotional colour of an increasingly range of music. In Aeon he contrasted the sparse classical themes of Marin Marais with electronic soundscores. In Polar Sequences 3 (2003) he used music as different as Purcell and Marilyn Manson to infiltrate the atmosphere of the choreography. In PreSentient (2003) he harnessed the visceral rush of Steve Reich’s Triple Quartet to the energy of his own material. And for Amu (2005) Wayne McGregor | Random Dance commissioned Sir John Tavener’s first original score for dance. 

McGregor’s output continues to cross borders. In 2006 he travelled with Wayne McGregor | Random Dance to Australia, to perform in the cultural festival accompanying  the Commonwealth Games and in the same year  made his opera directorial debut at La Scala, with a new staging of Dido and Aeneas. In 2009 he will make his directorial debut with The Royal Opera, with a double bill of Acis and Galatea and Dido and Aeneas. In 2007 McGregor also created a new work for Paris Opera Ballet, Genus, and directed the hit French musical Kirikou and Karaba which premiered in Paris.

In December 2006 McGregor was appointed Resident Choreographer for The Royal Ballet and in April 2007 he was appointed the government’s first Youth Dance Champion.

He recently premiered a new work for NDT, Renature, (September 2008) and a new work for The Royal Ballet, Infra, (November 2008) work was broadcast by BBC Television.
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