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Introduction

The sudden death in 
2007 of dancer and 
choreographer Tanja 
Liedtke brings life into 
sharp focus. A film 
about moving creatively 
through life and loss, 
Life in Movement is a 
portrait of an obsessive 
artist at work and the 
impact her life and death 
has on her collaborators.

Curriculum Guidelines

While Life in Movement is a film about 
a dancer and choreographer, it is 
essentially an intimate and complex 
portrait of a young woman who had 
already achieved a great deal as a 
creative artist before her sudden death 

at twenty-nine. It is a portrait of an 
artist and a celebration of a life and of 
contemporary dance, an art form to 
which Tanja Liedtke made such an im-
portant contribution. It is also a story 
about grief and loss.

The footage, descriptions and discus-
sions of contemporary dance in this 
film will be especially interesting to 
students of performing arts such as 
Dance, Drama and Music; however 
this is essentially a film about the 
creative processes of an artist, about 
the intensity of focus and passionate 
dedication needed to bring new and 
challenging works to an audience. 
It is also a biographical portrait of a 
life in movement, a film that honours 
and celebrates the work and life of 
Tanja Liedtke, while also exploring the 

immense sense of loss felt by those 
closest to her.

For all these reasons, the film would 
be a valuable resource for middle, 
senior and tertiary students of all the 
Performing Arts, not just Dance, for 
the insights it offers into a number of 
themes that are central to any crea-
tive process leading to performance. 
These include:
o The creative process (generating, 

realising and responding)
o The collaborative nature of perfor-

mance
o The role of a choreographer or 

artistic director
o The ways in which both confidence 

and doubt can be major well-
springs of creativity.

1: Tanja LiedTke SeLfPorTraiT 2: SiLouheTTe 
faLLing 3: Tanja BaThroom dance 4: Tanja 
in mirror ByjuLiancroTTi 5: TweLfTh fLoor 
SeT cry Like BirdS chaLk ByjuLiancroTTi
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LIFE IN MOVEMENT
Dance, dance, otherwise we 
are lost. – Pina Bausch
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It would also be an excellent resource 
for Media, Film Studies and English 
students as it offers a fine example of 
an approach to telling the story of a 
person’s life and work – constructing a 
biography which is at the same time a 
tribute and memorial to that person.

The film includes footage of Tanja 
growing up, performing, developing 
and choreographing productions, as 
well as interviews with family, friends 
and colleagues about her ongoing 
influence on their lives and dance 
practices and how they responded to 
the news of her unexpected death. It 
offers a model of how to construct a 
portrait of a life by employing a range 
of approaches and visuals.

The film’s co-directors, Bryan Mason 
and Sophie Hyde, were friends of 
Tanja Liedtke and this friendship gave 
them not only access to a range of 
film footage of Tanja but also access 
to friends and colleagues who worked 

with her and were prepared to talk 
candidly about how her life and death 
affected them.

There are two sections in this guide. 
Part A is about the documentary – 
what it shows us about Tanja Liedtke’s 
life and work and the impact her life 
and death had on those around her. 
Students are also encouraged to look 
at how the filmmakers construct the 
narrative.

Part B is an introduction to contempo-
rary dance. It is about understanding 
and exploring contemporary dance 
and choreography, particularly in the 
context of Tanja Liedtke’s contribution 
to this art.

Whether teachers select activities from 
Part A or Part B first will depend on 
their students’ level of knowledge and 
awareness of contemporary dance. 
Students who are studying Dance may 
be quite familiar with much of the ma-
terial in Part B, but for other students, 
reading through the information in Part 
B before watching Life in Movement 
may be useful.

ParT a 
maTeriaL and acTiviTieS

About Life in Movement

The Filmmakers

Life in Movement won the 2011 Foxtel 
Australian Documentary Prize at the 
Sydney Film Festival as well as Best 
Feature in the 2011 South Austral-
ian Screen Awards. It won an ATOM 

1
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1: comPoSer djTr!P 2: direcTor/co-Producer Bryan 
maSon (By maTT BaTe) 3: execuTive Producer SuSan 
mackinnon (By SuSan mackinnon) 4: Producer/
co-direcTor SoPhie hyde (By Bryan maSon) 5: fiLmmakerS 
Bryan maSon and SoPhie hyde (By Bryan maSon)

5

Life in MoveMent is a Closer 
ProduCtion. it runs for 79 minutes. 
there is also a 56-minute version.

Director and  
co-producer

Bryan Mason

Co-director and 
producer

Sophie Hyde

Writers Bryan Mason and 
Sophie Hyde

Executive 
producers

Susan McKinnon 
and Solon Ulbrich

Cinematographer Bryan Mason

Editor Bryan Mason

Composer Dj Tr!P
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award for Best Arts Documentary. 
It has screened at the Edinburgh 
International Film Festival, the Sydney 
International Film Festival, Sheffield 
Documentary Festival, Melbourne 
International Film Festival, at Montreal 
and at the Adelaide Film Festival. It 
has been nominated for an Australian 
Academy of Cinema and Television 
Arts Award (AACTA) for Best Feature 
documentary and was also nominated 
for an ATOM Award for Best Biogra-
phy (Documentary).

Who appears in this 
documentary?

Apart from Tanja Liedtke, many of the 
people featured in the film are fel-
low dancers, colleagues and family 
members. They include: Solon Ulbrich, 
Kristina Chan, Paul White, Julian 
Crotti, Anton, Amelia McQueen, Theo 
Clinkard, Craig Bary, Joshua Tyler, 
Garry Stewart and Lloyd Newson.

Sol Ulbrich is a performer, choreog-
rapher, teacher and arts manager and 
long-term artistic associate of Tanja 
Liedtke. He was also her partner for 
eight years. He appears in the film and 
also worked on the film as an execu-
tive producer.

Kristina Chan. For the past eleven 
years she has performed throughout 
Australia, Canada, the UK and the 
USA and has danced with a number 
of contemporary dance companies 
including Australian Dance Theatre, 
Chunky Move, Tasdance and many 
independent projects. She has been 
awarded two Australian Dance Awards 
for ‘Outstanding Performance by a 
Female Dancer’ for her work in both 
of Tanja Liedtke’s full-length works: 
in 2006 for Twelfth Floor and 2008 
for construct. Kristina also received 
the 2011 Helpmann award for Best 
Female dancer for her performance in 
Narelle Benjamin’s In Glass.

Paul White is one of Australia’s most 
highly regarded dance artists. His 
career as a performer and artistic col-
laborator has included working with 
some of the art form’s most renowned 
choreographers and directors such 

as Meryl Tankard, Lloyd Newson (DV8 
Physical Theatre) and Garry Stewart 
(Australian Dance Theatre). Paul won 
the 2008 and 2011 Helpmann Award 
for the Best Male Dancer in a Dance or 
Theatre Production, the 2010 Aus-
tralian Dance Award for Outstanding 
Achievement in Choreography and has 
twice won the Australian Dance Award 
for the Most Outstanding Performance 
by a Male Dancer (2008, 2010).

Julian Crotti’s work centres on a 
range of performing arts. As a per-
former: Superheroes (Stone/Castro 
2010), Black Marrow (Chunky Move 
2009), Tanja Liedtke’s Twelfth Floor 
(2006/2010), Jet of Blood (Ignite 2006). 
As an artist his original concepts drive 
theatrical works that seek to com-
municate our current condition in a 
common language (Tom the Loneliest 
[No Strings Attached 2009], I’m Still 
Here, Parts I-V [Country Arts SA 2010], 
Put the Light on Me or The Trickle 
Down Economy [Lisbon 2010]). He has 
worked as a writer, filmmaker, teacher 
and photographer and has been 
an associate artist with No Strings 
Attached Theatre of Disability since 
2004.

PauL whiTe

SoL uLBrich

kriSTina chan

juLian croTTi



5

S
C

R
E

E
N

 E
D

U
C

A
T

IO
N

  ©
 A

T
O

M
 2

0
1

1

Amelia McQueen graduated from 
Adelaide College of the Arts with a 
Bachelor of Dance Performance in 
2000. Amelia has been an ensemble 
member for diverse companies such 
as Tanz Atelier Wien (Vienna), Tas-
dance (Launceston), Stalker Theatre 
Company (Sydney) and Strange Fruit 
(Melbourne). Under the direction of 
Tanja Liedtke she developed a role for 
the dance theatre production Twelfth 
Floor that she performed in Australia, 
the United Kingdom and Germany 
2006-2009. As a teacher and mentor 
she has worked as assistant director 
on the ‘Soft Landing’ project for ter-
tiary dance graduates through the QL2 
Centre for Youth Dance (Canberra) 
annually since 2007, and in 2010 she 
was the artistic director of the Smoke-
free Youth Dance Festival (1,200 
performers). Amelia has presented her 
own choreography in theatres and art 
galleries in Adelaide, Melbourne and 
Amsterdam and she is currently under-
taking a solo performance residency 
through Victoria University (Melbourne) 
to further extend her choreographic 
practice.

Anton graduated from Queensland 
University of Technology in 1996. As a 
performer he has worked with nu-
merous Australian dance companies 
including Dancenorth and Austral-
ian Dance Theatre, and independent 
choreographers Troy Mundy, Shaun 
Parker, Meryl Tankard and Tanja 
Liedtke. Anton has also collaborated 
and performed with the Australian 
physical theatre company Legs On 
The Wall. Anton started making dance 
works at the age of twenty-three. 
His commissions include works for 
Dancenorth, Australian Dance Theatre 
and several youth dance and theatre 
companies. He has made four dance 
films, some of which have been shown 
in the USA, Holland, Italy and New 
Zealand, receiving a nomination for a 
REELDANCE Award in 2004, and for 
an Australian Dance Award in 2006. 
Anton has worked on music videos 
– two for electronic artist Mr Jigga 
of Level Two Music (with ‘Electron 
Maker’ being screened as part of the 
Melbourne International Film Festival); 
choreographed for Abby Dobson; and 

for U.K. music artists UNKLE. Anton 
is much sought after as a teacher, 
director and choreographer. Beautiful 
Noise is Anton’s recent premiere work 
commissioned for the 2011 Brisbane 
Festival. This work was conceived and 
directed by Anton, for members of 
Raw Dance Company (Brisbane) and 
Legs on the Wall (Sydney).

Joshua Tyler is a writer/director and 
one of Australia’s leading dance dram-
aturges. In various roles including ac-
tor and dramaturg, Joshua has worked 
for Tanja Liedtke, Kate Champion, 
Australian Dance Theatre, Sydney 
Dance Company and Company B Bel-
voir. Joshua was dramaturge on Tanja 
Liedtke’s two major works Twelfth 
Floor and construct and performed 
in Twelfth Floor. His short films have 
screened at a number of international 
festivals, Flipsical (Susie Porter, Aden 
Young) screened at Interfilm Berlin, 
Flickerfest Sydney, Sci-Fi Film Festival 
London and Clermont-Ferrand France. 
Joshua has an Advanced Diploma 
in Acting from ACArts and an MA in 
Screenwriting from AFTRS. He is the 
winner of the ‘Jill Blewitt Playwrights 
Award’ and currently has three feature 
films in development and a comic 
book series.

Tanja LiedTke
a brief biography

German born Tanja Liedtke began her 
dance and theatre studies in Madrid, 
then continued her training at the 
Elmhurst Ballet School and Ballet 
Rambert School in the UK. In 1996, 
she took up residence in Sydney, 
Australia and in 1998 joined the 
Australian Dance Theatre (ADT) under 
the directorship of Garry Stewart. 
Tanja danced with ADT for four years, 
touring across Australia, Asia, UK 
and North America. In 2003, she 
joined Lloyd Newson’s DV8 Physical 
Theatre for the award-winning 
Channel Four film and European 
tour of The Cost of Living and the 
2005 creation and international 
tour of Just for Show. In between 
performing, Tanja also pursued her 
development as a choreographer and 
was commissioned to create works in 
Australia, South America, Europe and 
Asia. During her career she received 
several noted awards, including 
Dance Australia Critic’s Choice for 
most promising choreography in 1999 
and 2000, the 2006 Australian Dance 
Award for Outstanding Achievement 
in Choreography for her work Twelfth 
Floor, a 2010 Australian Dance Award 
for Best Choreography for her work 
construct, and Best Choreography 
in the 2008 Helpmann Awards for 
construct. Tanja was the newly 
appointed Artistic Director of Sydney 
Dance Company at the time of her 
accidental death in August 2007. 

Tanja Liedtke won several awards 
for her choreography between 1999 
and 2009, which included three 
posthumous awards for construct.

In March 2011, the documentary 
about Tanja Liedtke, Life in Movement 
premiered in Adelaide before further 
national and international releases 
in Sydney, Melbourne, Sheffield and 
Edinburgh.

As you watch Life in Movement, 
consider what the film is able to show 
us about Tanja Liedtke’s life and work 
as a dancer and choreographer that 
goes well beyond a set of biographical 
notes such as the brief biography 
given above.

ameLia mcqueen

anTon
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STudenT acTiviTieS

1. WATching  
Life in MoveMent

An individual as passionately commit-
ted to her work as Tanja Liedtke was, 
had (like all of us) different areas of her 
life, the public work life and the more 
private ‘family and friends’ domestic 
life. The integration or separation of 
the different parts of a person’s life is 
always interesting to a biographer. 

•	 As you watch the film, observe 
how the filmmakers weave to-
gether the threads of Tanja’s life. 
How does the editing of the film as 
it moves between past and present 
shape the story?

•	 Describe what we see of Tanja as 
she was growing up. What are the 
qualities we see and hear about 
her as a child and adolescent that 
we also see in the young woman?

•	 How does her relationship with Sol 
Ulbrich illustrate the deep connec-
tion between her professional and 
domestic life?

•	 What do we see as the strongest 
aspects of Tanja’s personality in 
the film?

•	 At one point in the film Tanja says, 
‘some days you get up on the 
wrong side of the bed but you just 
have to believe in yourself and 
some days that’s hard’. Observe 
how the film both acknowledges 
Tanja’s youth and natural capacity 
for self-doubt and her confidence 
in pushing through her artistic 
beliefs. Note where this is most 
apparent in the film.

•	 Can we ever know what really 
makes people tick? What might 
we expect to find out about an 
individual from a film about their 
life and work?

•	 How does Tanja’s rangy and flex-
ible body constantly express life in 
movement?

•	 Make a note of any moments and/

or scenes in the film that you find 
especially engaging, striking and 
revealing.

2. TAnjA LiedTke’s  
Work And LegAcy

‘Tanja’s work was quite unlike any 
dance show I had seen before. Twelfth 
Floor and construct were more akin to 
narrative films than abstract move-
ment showcases.’ 
 – Bryan Mason, director/co-producer

‘That’s what really drew me to her 
process. She really had this beacon 
of wanting to direct and make some-
thing that had a resounding clarity to 
its audience, to the people in it and to 
herself.’ – Anton, a dancer

‘In Just for Show, which I saw her 
dance in London, she placed aston-

1: SoL and Tanja 2: TwelfTh floor Tour 
juLian croTTi (By juLian croTTi) 3: PauL 
whiTe in TwelfTh floor (By juLian croTTi) 
4: The dreamTeam

4

2

1

3
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ishing demands on her mind and 
body, striving for perfection in every 
way.’ – Julian Crotti, dancer

‘Whatever’s happening in your life, you 
put it in your work.’ 
 – Sol, quoting Tanja

In her relatively short working life as 
a dancer and choreographer, Tanja 
created approximately twenty-two 
works – short three-minute solos, 
works that formed part of a triple bill, 
and works that were commissioned 
for specific programs. The documen-
tary Life in Movement focuses on 
Tanja’s two fully produced full-length 
works – Twelfth Floor and construct. 
Excerpts from these productions and 
their development process feature 
prominently in the film. Live music 
and dance performances, are, by their 
nature, ephemeral; their success is 
very much dependent on an ensemble 
of performers in a particular time and 
place. No two live performances are 
the same. We are therefore very lucky 
that there are filmed records of Tanja’s 
productions and of her dancing.

•	 Tanja was first a flexible and 
athletic dancer. What do we see of 
her skills and inventiveness as a 
dancer in this film?

•	 Describe how Tanja’s perfection-
ism is reflected in some of the 
footage we see of her developing a 
dance piece and directing danc-
ers?

•	 Have you ever worked with 
someone you would describe 
as a perfectionist? Describe this 
experience. 

•	 ‘She would ask the impossible of 
you.’ – Julian Crotti, performer
‘She was the most demanding 
director I’ve ever worked with, so 
I achieved huge things personally’
 – Amelia McQueen, dancer
What are the positive and inspi-
rational aspects of working with 
someone who is so committed to 
getting it all right? What are the 
negative and exhausting aspects 
of working with someone who re-
ally pushes him or herself as well 
as their cast of dancers or musi-
cians or technicians or students?

•	 ‘Twelfth Floor is a landscape in 
which we become confined ob-
servers. Sometimes searching for 
exits, sometimes happy to remain.’
 – Tanja Liedtke
What is Tanja’s first full-length 
production, Twelfth Floor, about? 

What kind of research was under-
taken to develop the themes and 
movements for this production? 
What areas of her own life was 
Tanja able to draw on in develop-
ing this work?1

•	 Describe the audience and critical 
response to Twelfth Floor.

The Monthly magazine recently 
named Tanja Liedtke’s 2007 dance 
work construct in their list of twenty 
Australian masterpieces created 
since 2000 – specifically the most 
significant pieces of artwork created 
in the past ten years. Deborah Jones, 
who writes about dance for the 
magazine, explained why she chose 
this work as the most significant piece 
of contemporary dance created here 
since 2000.

1: ‘The caSTLe kriS+PauL’ (By chriS herzfeLd cam LighT 
ProducTionS) 2: ‘anTon – fLying’ (By chriS herzfeLd 
cam LighT ProducTionS) 3: kriSTina – door (By chriS 
herzfeLd cam LighT ProducTionS) 4: ameLia mcqueen in 
TwelfTh floor (By juLian croTTi)

1

3

4

2
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http://chrisboyd.blogspot.com/2008/ 
01/noun-or-verb-construct-by-tanja 
-liedtke.html

•	 What sense do you have of the 
qualities in construct through what 
we see of the production in this 
documentary? How difficult is it to 
truly comprehend and enter into 
the totality, the tension and the 
joy, of staged artworks on film? 
Describe how attending a live 
performance of a play, an opera, 
a concert and/or a dance differs 
from watching a filmed perfor-
mance of the work on a screen.

3. grieving, 
remembering And 
ceLebrATing

‘After Tanja died we were left with this 
open space … like … what the hell do 
we all do now?’ 
 – Paul White, dancer

‘Our companionship is something that 
was so entwined in everything that 
we’d do. It was a level of deep, pas-
sionate interconnection on every level 
… we made magic together and we 
got our dreams together.’ 
 – Sol Ulbrich

‘I’m really sad that I’ll never get to 
make work with her again.’ 
 – Kristina Chan, dancer

Like any sudden death, Tanja’s death 
in a road accident in August 2007 was 
quite shocking to all the people she 
worked with – her family and friends – 
and to the international dance com-
munity. The suddenness, the unex-
pectedness and the violence of death 
in any accident are all very difficult 
for people to accept. The death of a 
young person on the cusp of a major 
new creative challenge is particularly 
devastating. People often talk about 
‘closure’ in relation to how individuals 
reach some kind of stasis about the 
death of someone special from their 
life – an absence of a vital presence 
– but this is a problematic notion and 
often not necessarily what people 
want or are able to achieve. Memory 
and forgetting are complex.

Everyone leaves a legacy in the way 
they are remembered by others; in 
the case of creative artists like Tanja 
Liedtke, their work remains as some-
thing that is very much alive. The 
legacy of Mozart, Schubert and many 
other creative artists who died young, 
lives on in their work.

Many people understandably felt that 
both Tanja and the dance community 
were robbed of an exciting creative 
opportunity by the accident on that 
August night in 2007. Speculating 
about the cause of road accidents, 
especially those involving pedestri-
ans, might be a normal thing to do 
(the what if? and why?) but many 
accidents and sudden deaths … are 
simply and tragically accidents – 
random and unforeseen events, the 
conjunction of a set of often unavoid-
able circumstances. Just a moment’s 
inattention by one person can have 
terrible consequences. If we were not 
there we will never really know what 
happened, except that Tanja died 
when she was hit by a truck.

construct 
verb: to form by putting together parts; 
build, frame; devise. 
noun: a complex image or idea 
resulting from a synthesis by the mind.

– Macquarie Dictionary, 2001

The physical reality of making things, 
particularly something as emotion-
ally charged as a home, framed a 
study of the building and breaking of 
relationships. Construction implies 
competence, practicality, strength and 
creativity. There is a need for balance, 
ingenuity, problem-solving and co-
operation. A structure can be a home 
or a prison; it can stand or it can fall. 
In Liedtke’s hands these literal and 
metaphorical notions were effortlessly 
entwined and animated with wit, joy, 
playfulness, sorrow, anguish and loss. 
The resonances were deep and inti-
mate, sometimes troubling, yet rarely 
losing touch with life-affirming humour.

– Deborah Jones,  
The Monthly, October, 2011

Kristina Chan, a key member of the 
dance group, described construct as 
being about ‘one’s journey to find that 
dreaming place to be in life … which 
is not necessarily what you think it is 
going to be’.

You may like to read this review of 
construct as it was performed at 
the Sydney Festival in early 2008, a 
performance directed by Sol Ulbrich, 
Tanja’s partner.

aBove: kriS deSTrucT (By chriS herzfeLd cam 
LighT ProducTionS) 1: TwelfTh floor Tour, 
anTon and ameLia mcqueen (ByjuLian croTTi)

1

http://chrisboyd.blogspot.com/2008/01/noun-or-verb-construct-by-tanja-liedtke.html
http://chrisboyd.blogspot.com/2008/01/noun-or-verb-construct-by-tanja-liedtke.html
http://chrisboyd.blogspot.com/2008/01/noun-or-verb-construct-by-tanja-liedtke.html
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In 1969, psychiatrist Dr Elizabeth 
Kubler-Ross wrote a book about griev-
ing. In it she identified what she called 
the five stages of grieving: denial, an-
ger, bargaining, depression and finally 
acceptance. But she also said that 
grieving can often be a roller-coaster 
process and that these stages have no 
definite time frame around them. It is 
different for everybody.

•	 How do the opening and closing 
scenes of this film, which each 
reference Tanja’s death in different 
ways, also emphasise her energy 
and creativity?

•	 In what specific ways do Tanja’s 
colleagues in the dance world con-
tinue to feel her absence in their 
lives?

•	 How is loss, as well as desolation 
and emptiness, suggested in the 
film through the visuals of Sydney 
streets and the place of the ac-
cident?

•	 In what ways was Tanja much 
more than a work colleague and 
choreographer to the dancers she 
worked with?

•	 How is the early scene of Tanja as 
a child explaining that she wanted 
to be a flower such an appropriate 
and poignant image of both her life 
and death?

•	 ‘It’s so not right’. ‘In one second 
it destroyed so much’. ‘It’s hard 
to understand how fate hits you 
unprepared and out of the blue’. 
‘The world stopped’. These words 
hint at the sense of loss felt by 
family and friends. But so too do 
the rehearsal scenes without Tanja.
Can Tanja’s particular energy and 
life-force continue to inform the 
dance performances we see in the 
final scenes? Can the dancing ever 
be quite the same again?

4. The consTrucTion of 
The documenTAry

While most documentary and bio-
graphical films use some form of nar-
rative, the way in which sequences are 
placed within a film will vary depend-
ing on available materials and how the 
director believes the story can be most 
vividly presented. It is not always best 

aBove: ‘kriS & ameLia & cardigan’ 
(By chriS herzfeLd cam LighT 
ProducTionS) 1: ameLia mcqueen in 
TwelfTh floor (By juLian croTTi)

1

to go directly from point A to point 
Z. So how does this film juxtapose 
scenes and to what effect? What is 
the sequence?

•	 What do we see in the pre-title 
scenes of the film? What do these 
scenes show us about the life and 
death of Tanja Liedtke? Do they 
set up any particular expectations?

The first section of the film following 
the titles shows the dancers per-
forming in London in 2009, eighteen 
months after Tanja’s death in 2007.

•	 What does the mounting of this 
world tour suggest about how the 
company and other members of 
the international contemporary 
dance community regarded the 
works Tanja had created?

•	 What are some of the difficulties 
and sense of loss expressed by 
the dancers now working without 
her?

The film now takes us back five years 
to 2004 and the creation and perfor-
mance of Twelfth Floor, Tanja’s first 
full-length dance.

•	 How was 2004 particularly signifi-
cant for Tanja?

•	 How is her capacity for intense 
focus shown in some of the often 
self-taken videos we see in this 
part of the film? What else do they 
reveal about her personality and 
temperament?

•	 How do some of the incidents 
recorded in the video footage, i.e. 
hiding in the locker at school and 
the slightly disturbing ‘pull yourself 
together’ face-slapping videoed 
piece, find their way into Twelfth 
Floor?

The dancers reflect on Tanja’s ap-
proach to direction in different ways.

•	 What are some of the common 
threads in their accounts of devel-
oping a work with Tanja?

•	 How is her pivotal position in their 
working lives made clear in their 
observations and recollections 
about her directing style?

The film includes excerpts from a 
performance of Tanja’s final full-length 
work construct, being performed in 
Adelaide eighteen months after her 
death.

•	 What are some of the elements 
in this production that are so 
striking?

•	 How important is it for us 
as viewers that her work in 



10

S
C

R
E

E
N

 E
D

U
C

A
T

IO
N

  ©
 A

T
O

M
 2

0
1

1

choreographer?
•	 What was his role in this 

partnership?

Like all artists who want to keep creat-
ing new works, Tanja and Sol needed 
a regular income, something that 
many artists struggle to achieve.

•	 How demanding and even disrup-
tive would the process of con-
stantly having to apply for grants 
be for artists needing funding to 
be able to mount productions and 
take them on tour?

•	 Why was it in some ways both 
unusual and exciting for someone 
like Tanja to apply for and be ap-
pointed to the position of artistic 
director of a company such as the 

1

performance remains front and 
centre within the film?

The next scenes in the documentary 
include an interview with Tanja about 
her childhood, dance education and 
experience.

•	 What kind of training and dance 
experience did she have as a 
young girl in England and later in 
Adelaide?

•	 What does Garry Stewart, artistic 
director of the Australian Dance 
Theatre, the Adelaide-based 
company where Tanja danced for 
four years, recall about her as a 
dancer?

•	 How did her work with Brit-
ish based DV8 Physical Theatre 
Company show her persistence, 
commitment and preparedness to 
push through setbacks to give a 
great, energetic performance?

The film now shows more of Tanja’s 
work as she developed her choreo-
graphic voice back in Australia.

•	 In what ways was her business 
and personal relationship with 
her partner Sol Ulbrich important 
to her development as a 

Sydney Dance Company? Why do 
you think the selection panel were 
prepared to appoint someone as 
young as Tanja to this important 
role?

•	 Do the filmmakers explore what 
else might be happening for Tanja 
at the time of her appointment?

•	 Describe some of the responses 
of those closest to Tanja about the 
challenges she would be taking on 
as director of the Sydney Dance 
Company.

•	 ‘It’s in the process of working that 
you solve your doubts.’ 
 – Sol Ulbrich
‘I’m going to keep working on the 
doubts.’ – Tanja Liedtke
How was Tanja’s fragility and 
strength reflected in her response 
to the major challenge of becom-
ing artistic director of the Sydney 
Dance Company?
How can doubt and uncertainty 
energise a creative artist? Are they 
inevitable aspects of pushing for 
originality and precision, or can 
they also be quite disabling at 
times?
Is it OK to be uncertain about 
where a piece of work is going; is 
such uncertainty an inevitable part 
of any creative process, from writ-

aBove: TwelfTh floor Tour – kriSTina 
chan and ameLia mcqueen (By juLian 
croTTi) 1: ‘PauL LifT 4’ (By chriS 
herzfeLd cam LighT ProducTionS)



11

S
C

R
E

E
N

 E
D

U
C

A
T

IO
N

  ©
 A

T
O

M
 2

0
1

1

ing to composing and developing 
musical or dance compositions?
The final scenes of the film show 
the dancers performing Tanja’s 
work Twelfth Floor on an overseas 
tour in 2009.

•	 What are some of the scenes in 
this production that might be more 
emotionally charged for the danc-
ers as they perform the piece after 
Tanja’s death?

•	 What is implied in Kristina’s ascent 
of a stage wall and her disappear-
ance over the top at the end of the 
performance?

•	 What is the significance for Sol in 
going to Stuttgart?

•	 How is what we see in this perfor-
mance honouring both the work 
and the life of Tanja Liedtke?

•	 What is the danger in struggling 
to maintain the integrity of the 
shows just as Tanja conceived and 
directed them?

•	 In what ways do the final scenes 
of the film suggest the complexity 
and individuality of responses to 
going on with the work, dancing 
on, without Tanja?

•	 The soundtrack: Just as music 
and sound are often vital parts of 
a dance performance, the sound-
track in this film plays an important 
role in how we respond to what is 
shown on screen, at points me-
lodic, at other times discordant.
Identify any scenes in the film 
where you were particularly aware 
of the music or other sounds. How 
did they reflect or express in sonic 
terms what was happening on 

screen? It is often a useful exercise 
to mute a section of a film and 
identify what is lost in doing this. 
How does the film feel different 
when there is silence?

Here are some extracts from the film’s 
soundtrack. See if you can identify 
what or who each speaker or passage 
is referring to.

There’s a lot to be said for giving 
everyone a chance to still speak 
through her voice. This is the thing that 
they’re left with, that they hold in their 
bodies. – Solon Ulbrich

Creatively it has been really eye-open-
ing and really amazing to find my voice 
and to have the opportunity to speak 
that voice. To have an hour to go … 
this is what I want to say. 
 – Tanja Liedtke

We’re exploring forced co-habitation, 
people having to live together in the 
same space for extended periods of 
time. How do people deal with this? 
 – Tanja Liedtke

Anyone who has seen her dance is im-
mediately struck by the sheer physical-
ity, by the long legs and body.

Brilliantly incisive dance work … dis-
turbing, laugh aloud funny and tragic.
 – Sydney Morning Herald review, 
 2006

You don’t have to look far to find 
magic in the world. – Sol Ulbrich

The surprise of stumbling across a 
fresh, fully formed talent is one of the 
reasons we keep going to the theatre. 
Liedtke turns out to be one of those 
bolts from the blue. 
 – The Times of London, 2007.

5. refLecTing

•	 Imagine you have been asked to 
prepare a nomination for this film 
to be submitted to a jury for a doc-
umentary film award. What would 
you focus on in the nomination as 
the most impressive aspects of the 
film?

•	 Following her death, the Tanja 
Liedtke Foundation was estab-
lished in honour of her work. 
The Foundation’s purpose is to 
preserve the artistic legacy of Tanja 
Liedtke, support the development 
of contemporary dance theatre, 
and foster Australian/European 
artistic connections. 
In what ways does Life in Move-
ment honour the work and life of 
Tanja Liedtke?

•	 Has watching this film developed 
your awareness of contemporary 
dance in Australia? Has watch-
ing the film encouraged you to 
try to attend a performance of an 
Australian contemporary dance, 
such as Twelfth Floor or construct. 
Would you watch a performance of 
either of these dance performanc-
es if they were available on film?

ParT B 
maTeriaL and acTiviTieS

Background Information 
about Contemporary 
Dance and 
Choreography

(Note to teachers: The questions fol-
lowing this information could be com-
pleted either before or after students 
have watched and discussed Life in 
Movement.)

1. conTemporAry 
dAnce 

What is contemporary dance?

aBove: ?

Creatively it has been really 
eye-opening and really amazing 

to find my voice and to have 
the opportunity to speak that 

voice. to have an hour to go … 
this is what i want to say.

– Tanja Liedtke
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How is it different from classical 
ballet?

All dance is the language of move-
ment, the realisation of the body ex-
pressing a range of complex emotions 
and telling stories through movement. 
Contemporary dance uses the body’s 
natural lines and energy to create 
new movements which have a greater 
range and fluidity than conventional 
dance.2 It is characterised by its ver-
satility and the inventive ways in which 
stories can be told and abstract ideas 
expressed and explored. It can be 
performed to any style of music or to 
none at all. It often employs and com-
bines a range of physical movements, 
drawing from traditional ballet to tap, 
gymnastics, hip hop and everything in 
between. It often transforms what the 
human body can do and express in 
quite spectacular ways.

Contemporary dance means different 
things in different places. A number of 
terms are used: dance theatre, mod-
ern dance, post-modern dance, ‘new’ 
dance, experimental dance, dance 
improvisation and contact improvisa-
tion as well as other terms in different 
languages. It is not contemporary 
artists and companies working in the 
fields of classical ballet, modern ballet, 
jazz dance, show dance or other forms 
of popular dance.

Australian contemporary 
dance

There are many contemporary dance 
companies in Australia. Every dance 
company, whether a traditional ballet 
company such as The Bolshoi in Rus-
sia or Chunky Move in Australia has 
its own dance style, emphases and 
production style, sometimes part of a 
long tradition, at other times the result 
of the creative approach of a choreog-
rapher. The human body in expressive 
movement underlies all dance perfor-
mances and as with ballet companies, 
contemporary dance companies each 
have their own identity and style. This 
is often strongly influenced by the 
artistic director and/or choreographer 
and sometimes by a particular dancer.

•	 Research the work and style of one 
of the contemporary dance com-
panies listed below or of another 
company whose work interests 
you.
Australian Dance Theatre
Bangarra Dance Theatre
Sydney Dance Company
Chunky Move
Phillip Adams Balletlab
Lucy Guerin Inc
Force Majeure
Kage Physical Theatre

There are many dancers who have 
been important in developing con-
temporary dance and through their 
productions introduced contempo-
rary dance to the public. Every major 
arts festival in Australia now includes 
contemporary dance company pro-
ductions in their program. The 2011 
Melbourne Arts Festival has at least 
six contemporary dance productions 
in its program, four of them from Aus-
tralian companies as diverse as Phillip 
Adams Balletlab, Chunky Move and 
Tom Tom Crew. You can read about 
these productions at <http://www. 
melbournefestival.com.au/program/
dance>.

•	 Investigate the work and influence 
of an important figure from the 
world of contemporary dance in 
Australia. You could select from 
the following list or research the 
work of someone else whose work 
interests and /or inspires you.
Meryl Tankard
Leigh Warren
Shaun Parker
Lucy Guerin
Garry Stewart
Sue Healey
Stephen Page
Antony Hamilton
Anton
Graeme Murph
Byron Perry
Natalie Weir
Gideon Obarzanek
Kate Champion
Martin del Amo

International Dance 
Companies

Artistic companies and performers 
may be based in a particular place 
and their work may reflect a particular 
culture, but in today’s highly mobile 
world, influences on artistic practice 
come from a wide range of people, 
places and companies.

Dancers may spend time as Tanja 
Liedtke did, working with a company 
in Britain or Europe, Asia or America. 
Dancers from many different back-
grounds and cultures may come and 
work in Australia and productions of-
ten travel to Australia. Choreographers 
also often work with a number of dif-
ferent dance companies. At the same 
time, Australian companies such as 
Bangarra Dance Theatre and the Syd-
ney Dance Company have performed 
to great acclaim around the world.

Dancers and choreographers, like 
many artists today, are able to draw on 
the work of a range of musicians and 
dancers in creating their own work. 
Many international dance companies 
have performed in Australia includ-
ing Pina Bausch, Nederlands Dans 
Theater, DV8, The Forsythe Company, 
Les Ballets C de la B, Akram Khan 
Company, Rosas and Hofesh Shechter 
Company.

Pina Bausch. While Bausch died 
in 2009, her work was influential 
throughout the world of contempo-
rary dance with her neo-expressionist 
form of dance known as Tanztheater. 
In 2011, a film – Pina in 3D – was 
released, directed by Wim Wenders. 
It is still playing in cinemas at the 
time of writing this guide in October, 
2011. You can find a number of quite 
detailed obituaries about Bausch’s life 
and work online, including this one at 
<http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/
obituaries/culture-obituaries/dance 
-obituaries/5713208/Pina-Bausch.
html>.

http://www.pina-bausch.de

Nederlands Dans Theater has two 
companies, with two generations of 

http://www.melbournefestival.com.au/program/dance
http://www.melbournefestival.com.au/program/dance
http://www.melbournefestival.com.au/program/dance
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/obituaries/culture-obituaries/dance-obituaries/5713208/Pina-Bausch.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/obituaries/culture-obituaries/dance-obituaries/5713208/Pina-Bausch.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/obituaries/culture-obituaries/dance-obituaries/5713208/Pina-Bausch.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/obituaries/culture-obituaries/dance-obituaries/5713208/Pina-Bausch.html
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dancers – Nederlands Dans Theater 
I and Nederlands Dans Theater II. 
Nederlands Dans Theater I is the 
first company, founded in 1959 and 
consisting of thirty dancers. They vary 
in age from about 23, and each one 
of them excels in their solo quali-
ties. Nederlands Dans Theater II was 
founded in 1978 for young, upcom-
ing talent with astonishing technique 
and endless energy. NDT II currently 
consists of sixteen dancers up to the 
age of 23. The second company is 
a revolutionary breeding ground for 
talented dancers and established cho-
reographers who together create new 
work. The majority of the repertoire 
is the works of Czech choreographer 
Jiri Kylian, who directed the company 
from 1975 to 2004, creating over one 
hundred works.

Nederlands Dans Theater I performed 
in Melbourne in 2011: <http://www.
ndt.nl>.

DV8 Physical Theatre is a dance 
company based at Artsadmin in 
London, UK. It was founded in 1986 
by an independent collective of chiefly 
modern dancers. It is led by Australian 
born Lloyd Newson who creates all 
the repertoire in collaboration with the 
artists. The company frequently incor-
porates dancers with disabilities into 
its pieces. Tanja Liedtke danced with 
DV8 during her career. We see this 
in the documentary. Read about this 
company and their work at <http://
www.guardian.co.uk/stage/2008/
oct/21/dancewww.dv8.co.uk>.

These are only three of the hundreds 
of contemporary dance groups work-
ing round the world, many in Australia, 
which are highly sought on the inter-
national dance circuit.

•	 Undertake some research on the 
particular qualities and style of one 
of the above groups or any other 
contemporary dance group whose 
work you know something about, 
or whose work interests you.

•	 While a lot of contemporary dance 
is greatly admired for the extraordi-
nary physicality of the movements, 
it can sometimes be difficult to 

understand in comparison to the 
better known traditional stories 
depicted in classical ballet. The 
stories may be contemporary and 
the narrative will not necessar-
ily follow a traditional linear form. 
What expectations do you have of 
a contemporary dance production? 
Do you think it is important for a 
dance performance to present 
a story to an audience, however 
untraditional the telling of that 
story may be? Do you expect to 
see something new and challeng-
ing when you watch contemporary 
performances, whether they are 
music or dance?

•	 How important are recent technical 
developments in lighting and stage 
building to what can be achieved 
in a contemporary theatrical pro-
duction, whether this is a dance 
performance, an opera, a musical 
stage show or a play? 

•	 Contemporary dance performanc-
es are often amongst the most 
popular productions around the 
world and at arts festivals. In what 
ways are both dance and music 
part of a universal language that 
transcends language barriers?

•	 Is there any ideal body type for 
a contemporary dancer? What 
are the physical demands placed 
on dancers? How are the skills 
needed to become a member of 
a dance company similar to those 
needed by actors working in thea-
tre? 

•	 How important are life experience, 

curiosity and a capacity to express 
feelings through gestures and 
movements for any performance 
artist?

•	 What makes one contemporary 
dance company stand out from 
another?

2. choreogrAphy

What is it?

Is it similar to being an author – the 
writer of a play or is it more like being 
a film or theatre director, or is it more 
complex than any of these roles?

What are the responsibilities of a 
choreographer?

Choreography is ‘the creation and 
composition of dances by arranging 
and/or inventing movements and pat-
terns of movement’.

•	 How adequate, comprehensive 
and useful is the definition above 
in describing what a choreogra-
pher does?

•	 How would you explain the role 
of a choreographer to someone 
unfamiliar with dance?

•	 List some of the things for which 
you think a choreographer may 
be responsible in developing and 
staging a dance performance.

•	 Choreographing a classical ballet 
performance such as Giselle or 
Swan Lake usually involves work-
ing with existing music and dance 
sequences, although sometimes 
these are re-invented and/or 
transformed. How is creating and 
choreographing a new work such 
as Liedtke does with Twelfth Floor 
and construct a different process?

•	 In what ways is a contemporary 
dance performance often more 
about the collaborative work of the 
whole company and less about 
individual soloists and star per-
formers than classical ballet?

•	 Many contemporary dance works 
involve collaboration with a drama-
turg. What is the role of the drama-
turg in works such as Twelfth Floor 
and construct?

•	 Many dance companies often lack 

Byron Perry, choreographer of 
Double Think, a new produc-
tion being presented at the 2011 
Melbourne Arts Festival as part 
of the dance program, said in a 
recent interview that ‘contempo-
rary dance is not suited to telling 
stories. It is a more abstract art 
form that can investigate the psy-
chology of an idea’. The program 
notes describe Double Think as ‘a 
rhetorical examination of the illu-
sion of opposition’.

– The Age and Sydney Morning Herald 
newspapers, October 11, 2011, p.17., 

‘Orwell and Uncertainty Mixed.’3

http://www.guardian.co.uk/stage/2008/oct/21/dance
http://www.guardian.co.uk/stage/2008/oct/21/dance
http://www.guardian.co.uk/stage/2008/oct/21/dance
http://www.dv8.co.uk
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the funding to operate full-time; 
dancers and choreographers are 
often forced to move around and 
gain new experiences working with 
different companies. What would 
be the benefits for both dancers 
and choreographers in this style 
of working? How might it be both 
exhausting and difficult for indi-
viduals?

Further references, 
resources and 
additional reading 
material

The Life in Movement Press Kit:
http://lifeinmovementfilm.com/
press.htm

A government arts and culture website 
with an extensive piece about the 
history and range of contemporary 
dance in Australia:
http://australia.gov.au/about 
-australia/australian-story/ 
contemporary-dance

Deborah Jones, ‘Contemporary Dance 
Masterpiece’, The Monthly, Octo-
ber 2011, No. 72:
http://www.themonthly.com.au/ 
20-australian-masterpieces-2000 
-monthly-3984

Arts critic Chris Boyd’s review of the 
Sydney 2008 production of con-
struct on his blog:
http://chrisboyd.blogspot.com/ 
2008/01/noun-or-verb-construct 
-by-tanja-liedtke.html

A moving obituary of Tanja Liedtke 
by dancer and colleague Kristina 
Chan:
http://www.realtimearts.net/ 
article/81/8696

An extended review of the film by Sue 
Swinburne, ‘Life in Movement’, 
Metro, issue 170, Spring 2011, 
pp.68–69.

A set of notes written by Shane Carroll 
with substantive input from the 
artists for use in teaching students 
about construct:
http://www.brisbanepowerhouse.
org/files/documents/construct 
%20Teachers%20Notes.pdf

A set of notes written by Shane Carroll 
with substantive input from the 
artists on Twelfth Floor offering a 
good deal of additional interesting 
information about the development 
of this production:
http://www.twelfthfloortour.co.uk/
press/TeachersNotes.pdf

An interview with choreographer Byron 
Perry about Double Think:

http://www.smh.com.au/ 
entertainment/dance/orwell 
-and-uncertainty-mixed-2011 
1010-1lhee.html

Download of a performance of con-
struct in North America in 2009:
http://www.ontheboards.tv

Tanja Liedtke Foundation:
http://www.tanja-liedtke 
-foundation.org

Tanja Liedtke Archive  
(coming in late 2011):
http://www.tanja-liedtke-archive.
org

Comprehensive collections regarding 
Australian dance, dancers, dance 
companies, directors, designers, 
writers:
http://www.australiadancing.org

Endnotes
1 http://www.twelfthfloortour.co.uk/

press/TeachersNotes.pdf
2 http://australia.gov.au/about 

-australia/australian-story/ 
contemporary-dance

3 http://www.smh.com.au/ 
entertainment/dance/orwell 
-and-uncertainty-mixed-2011 
1010-1lhee.html
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