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What | want to say about

nature is ...

Claire Cunningham has been using crutches
since she was 14 years old. She used to view
them as the enemy, as ugly tools. It was not
until she became a dancer that she gradually
realises the significance of her crutches, that
they are crucial companions in her dance and
extensions of her body. Assisted by her crutches,
Cunningham found a path towards liberation,
travelling around the world and dancing
freely. Since then, she has showcased the life
experiences and perspectives of Crip* through
her artistic creations, challenging societal
definitions of a “normal” body.

This time, Cunningham takes on another
challenge, “risking her body” to confront the
“dangers” of natural landscapes that were
excluded from her life. Climbing the mountains
of Scotland, her birthplace, she uses both hands,
feet and crutches to explore the relationship
between Crip and nature, transforming her
experiences into this dance performance. This
echoes American writer Alison Kafer’s writing
from her book “Feminist, Queer and Crip”. In the
chapter “Bodies of Nature, The Environmental
Politics of Disability, she writes, “We tend to
think of the definitions of terms such as ‘nature’,
‘wilderness’ and ‘environment’ as self-evident,
assuming their meanings to be universal and
stable. However, ‘nature’ is not so natural as
it seems. On the contrary, our encounters
with wilderness are historically and culturally
grounded . . . bound up in our own specific
histories and cultural assumptions”.

Furthermore, Cunningham wants to explore
her relationships with the mountains and valleys
and rewire the connection between Crip and the
natural environment. In this solo performance, the
stage is transformed into a merciless wilderness.
Cunningham, armed with her crutches as her
dance partner, invites the audience on a journey
through day and night, wind and sun. Her
crutches also take on various roles: sometimes
they serve as her tools, other times they become
part of the landscape, and even act as her shelter,
moving in harmony with her body. For a moment,
Cunningham also explores the ground with her
body, crawling, curling, swaying, leaning back, like
a baby being curious with wonder. In fact, when
we break away from the norm, the body can
perceive more than we can ever imagine.

Cunningham, who has received classical
vocal training, will also sing Austrian composer
Mahler’s renowned work “Songs of a Wayfarer”
during this “mountaineering” adventure. The first
time she performed this aria was 25 years ago,
during her music graduation exam. The song
depicts the sorrow and loneliness of unrequited
love. But as Cunningham revisits it with a new
perspective, it also reflects the struggle with
loss and change, giving rise to new emotions.
The song also adds to the performance a
deeper expression of how Cunningham copes
with the world in challenging times. Singing,
nature, walking—this performance is another
transcendental creation by Cunningham that
liberates the mind and body.

*Crip is a political and cultural identity embraced by some disabled individuals.
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Explori! Natures’ Crevices to
DiscovérNew Constellations and
Rhyth

Using crutches ore the land, Cunningham is delighted whenever she finds a crevice that

her crutch can wedg mmersed in play, the land becomes her true companion. In her Scottish
homeland, “nooks nnies” is a common phrase that refers to corners and crevices. By
looking for every no ranny with her crutches, Cunningham can reach unexplored territories.
“I am looking for no crannies out in space around my body, but in a way that goes beyond
focusing on my cru feet as | have for a long time,” she explains. “I'm exploring how my
physical body—alon y crutches—can move and find new constellations and rhythms.”
Several keywe d phrases prompted us to rethink this nature-inspired adventure

performance.

This term usually refers to reconsider a system, exploring
how these systems are designed for certain groups in society. It’s
usually about how they are expected to function in specific ways
or at certain speeds, or move in particular ways, such as climbing
stairs or reaching for items at a certain height. For me, adaptation or
improvisation means bringing creativity to individuals with different
abilities—finding alternative ways or shortcuts to accomplish tasks.

As a performer, adaption means changing traditional concepts
of performance and performance spaces, including changing
audience arrangements, breaking the norms, dismantling hierarchies
and building trust.

| BiGREHE Artist Interview |

# Crutches

Crutches are designed for a specific function—to be used on the arms,
extending to the ground to bear weight. They serve as a person’s “additional leg.”
That’s how | use crutches. But | also started using them as seats, resting on the
handles with specific techniques. | also use them to hold doors open, turn on light
switches and hang coats.

As a dancer, | began exploring them in very different ways. | still use them for
support, but not in the conventional vertical way. Sometimes, | use them at extreme
angles or rely on various body parts, including my neck, elbow, armpits or hips, to
create unique body shapes and movements while dancing. In this performance, Pll
also use crutches to construct scenery, as if I'm creating sculptures, building a large
mountain range and forming traversable spaces and a shelter.

HFear

Most of the time, | would venture into natural environments
accompanied by someone. To some extent, societal views make
me feel that | don’t belong in nature, making me feel extra
cautious and fearful of going out alone as a person with different
abilities and as a woman. It wasn’t until recent years, when |
found places where | felt safe, that | started walking alone. |
realised there was no reason to fear natural landscapes and that
this fear originates from others.

| often wear headphones when | walk alone on the
mountain. Many times, passersby would say offensive things to
me like “You’re doing great!” or “This must be very hard . .. ” But
these are incorrect judgements of my physical abilities. If you
meet other walkers in your journey, just talk about the weather!
Please don’t make any judgements or comments about their

bodies or situations they’re in.
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#Nature

Exploring the land is extremely important. | used to think I didn’t belong there and spent
most of my life without connecting with the land or nature. In addition, being in these natural
places is often depicted as energetic and physically dynamic, like they only belong to those
who travel far and fast. They are also often portrayed as environments for men, especially for
conquering and dominating solo men.

I’'m trying to understand why people love venturing into nature, especially through
hiking, trekking and climbing as a connection to the natural world. | want to know what
people gained from it and how my own experience and my relationship with nature would be.
For me, walking isn’t an entirely pleasant experience. It’s more of a functional activity. But |
still want to explore my relationship with nature, to understand what | would notice or choose
during the process. | also want to examine the commonalities with non-disabled individuals
and whether | might discover something | overlooked.

#Liberation

I'm finding my way towards liberation.
Whether it’s through singing or exploring the land,
I’'m learning to forget everything, break free from
past thinking patterns, habitual ways of processing
and common techniques to feel and express my
emotions freely through my body. I’'m someone
who relies on my brain and acts carefully. Now, I‘m
trying to understand how to let go and feel more.
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One of the UK’s most acclaimed disabled artists, Claire Cunningham is an internationally
renowned disabled leader and choreographer of multi-disciplinary performance based in Glasgow,
Scotland. A recent factory artist with Tanzhaus NRW Diisseldorf, Germany, she is also an affiliate
artist with The Place, London. Cunningham’s work is rooted in the study and use/misuse of her
crutches, and the potential of her own specific physicality, and guided by a conscious rejection
of traditional dance techniques (developed for non-disabled bodies). She has a deep interest in
the lived experience of disability, and its implications not only as a choreographer but in terms of
societal notions of knowledge, value, connection and interdependence. In 2021, Cunningham was
honoured for her Outstanding Artistic Development in Dance at the German Dance Awards. In
2023, she joined the Inter-University Centre for Dance (HZT) in Berlin as the Einstein Professor of
Choreography, Dance and Disability Arts.
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A Claire Cunningham Production Hong Kong Arts Festival’s No Limits, Mousonturm Frankfurt, Next Festival
Kotrijk, HAU Hebbel am Ufer & No Limits Festival Berlin, Kammerspiele
Munich, Sadler’s Wells London and Dampfzentrale Bern.
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Created as part of the Einstein Strategic Professorship “Choreography,
Dance and Disability Arts” at the HZT Berlin.
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