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(uicksilver Dance Troupe
Transforms Seniors

BY DONNA CHILDRESS

rthe stam of a4 recent performance by The dancers began walking slowdy as if
Quicksilver, an improv group of dancers they were searching, with their hands over
aged 60 plus, a measured, calm woman's their eves, randomly peering and turning
vodee care through the speakers: *1 wanted arcic
viur, And 1 was [ooking for vou. But 1 could The voice comtinued. “You are walking.
n't fined you " And vou don't always realize it, but you'ne
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The dance troupe Cricksilver cogxes artistri—and delight—oust of people who mever thorehy of
thenmseloes as darces,

always Balling, Wil gach step you Fall for-
ward slightly. And then gatch gl fnom
falling, over and over® &ndthe group
welked bouncily ifnt and Back, then fell o
the Moo,

Said the soice, singer Laute Ancderson,
“Mnel thisds how vou can bewealking and
Falling at'the =ame time,” Oge by one, the
dancers mse, then mmbled down again,
helped each other up, aivd pushed each
ather hack down_galling softly onto the
floor. As aaelf rune enliviened the miond,
some |oined hands and teirled. Two GOERE
browgtl our chairs as props, In the end, one
dancer sat in a chair, and the others
j_r|.'||||.._"r|:|_|: arcund her as i posing for a
family portrait, Then all dropped o the Boor
angd grew back up, amanging themselves
again,

Quicksiiver created this tribute to balance
For The Natioma] Councl on the Aging's
(NCOA's) falls prevention summit, Falls Free
|:'I"ii'l'l1l.'l|i[:|,|.1 a MNanional Falls Preventson Action
Man, held in December in Washingron, T
and spomsored by the Home Safety Council
and The Archstone Foundation
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Vel Quicksilvers members have been falling
and carching themselves and melting to the
ﬂq\ur sinee e gn,lup'.\. |'|:-'q,.||||:|i1'|k: MM VELTS g0

Cuicksilver is one of the many progrums
of Ars for the Aging, Inc, (AFTAY, which pro-
vidies artlstic outreach services o peychobosi-
cally andiphysically impaired seniors in sen-
tor cay ciire centers and not-for-profit nursing
hewmees i the metropolitan Washington, D
area. AFTA’s mission is 10 work closely with
these facilites and involve seniors in creative
And stimulating an activities

Dance troupe members rehearse once a
week, and there is no cost o gan, They give
back by sharing their sork, pedorming
monthly at the 31 facilities AFTA serves, and
encoiiraging other seniors, most of whom
|5;| Vi |._|u1|||:53|i:-| o other disahilities, o d.!!l'll.'l.'.

Ten dancers now perform with the troupe,
aone have formal dance training; others do
not. Some are in their S0s and 708, and many
are in thedr Bds, While the group is open 1o
evervone, all current members are female,
except for co-director Anthony Hyatt, who
plays the vicdin for—aned sometimes dances
wiith—uicksilver.



Being Present in the Moment

Chuicksilvers dance form, improvisation,
focuses on being present in the moment ancd
open o perfomuance, sid co-director Nancy
Havlik, who founded Quicksilver o give sen-
iors an outler for creative expression, For
some dances, thers is g score or 4 general
plan of how the dance will take shape. For
example, the score may involve falling and
petting up, being sill and making shapes,
and copying others, Yer “the movement peo-
ple do within the score is thelr own chodce,”
she explained.

Oither times, the group may use a loose
structure, with one person moving and oth-
ers following, similar 1o when musicians stan
with a melody and dff off it “Improv is mak-
ing it up a5 vou go along,” Havlik said.

This form is well suited to seniors becuse
it “gives people a lot more leeway for their
own bodies,” she added. And because it is
free Howing, remembenng intfcale sleps sni
Ary i8S

Quicksiver member Jenean McoKay, who
previcusly had taken exercise casses with s
routines, embreced the unstrocured Jowe of
cance, “Irs 4 very different point of view
about the bady,” she said, Drancing with
Quicksalver has tavught her to foous on how
her body works, o value f, and o Hsten 1o it

“A Lot of people are not aware of their bod-
ies,” said Havlik, and dance tmproves balance,
The increased awarenes nesded o dance
helps people sense where on the growned their
feet are, and this awareness makes them phys-
ically safer, she sakd “They become miore fluid
in their movement, kess shff.”

McKay agreed her balance has improved
since she began dancing, “It's part of really
pEying atmention o what's going on,”

The up and down movements of improy
alser cnise seniors 1o feel more comfortalble
being on the grownd. “Tt's not in our culoene
for seniors 1o roll around on the foos” said
Havlik, bat it's good for them

Improy also is easily adaptable 1w people
with physical limiations,

Oirve woman who had suffered o seroke,
wis partially panlyeed, and was in a wheel-
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Chticksilver co-divector Nancy Hawlil (right)
eHERRer o serior i dovce at the
Asferry Serbor Sevinices Cerler

chair danced with her hands, “The expres-
sion was very beautiful and sill there”
Havlik said. Another man walked with a
cane, vel swayed gracefully o John Coliane
music. “Those with physical limitations can
still have powerful expression,” she said.

Junine Tursini, AFTA's program direcror,
also has noticed Cuicksilver's ability o coax
artistry—and delight—ouwt of people who had
never expected o be dancers,

Uine man joined Quicksilver after having a
stroke. His wife, who said he had never
danced before, remarked on the jov it
brought dnee his life, siid Tursini, Although
his abilities kad changed, he had Jearned
MW WAys 10 communicate, And with some-
thirg new, his enemgy level improved, *|
think that's where the benefit is,” Tursini
EHT

Benefits for Mind and Body

Dance has a cerebeal aspect, wo. McKay
enjoys the creativity of, say, dancing o a
poem and reacting 1o what she's heand. At
the stant of rehearsals, dancers do simple
excrcses in i circle, such as making a sound
and motion that the others repeat, Because
nobody wants to copy the others, each
chancer must concentrate on what movement
she will introduce

Experts say the thinking aspect of dance
henefits seniors” bealth, Research published
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in the New England fourmal of Medicine in
Jume 2003 shows that intellectually stimula-
ing leisure acivities, including dancing. can
siave off dementia. OF the 11 physical activi-
ties studied, only dance was foune 1o reduce
dementia risk.

Dance also gives older adulis an opporis-
nity o paricipate in cultural and societal
changes. “1 feel like dance is paving the way
for ws,” said MoKav. In modern dance, male
and female rles are interchangeable, with
both genders doing similar motions, wearing
similar costumes, even picking one another
up, McKay belivves this breaks down gen-
der-based stereotypes. “That's where we're
eoing, and I want 1o be part of that.” she
skl

Through Quicksilver, McKay also reaps the
benefits of belonging to a group and leaming
somethimg new. Although she bad never
triee] dance before, she jodned the troupse
when she retived amnd peeded something o
help her deal with the change. “When vou
peting, it 5o big emotional jump,” she said. "1
knmwe this would be good for me emotional-
Iy, and it was,” she said,

Gretchen Dunn had a similar expenence.
At a memormal service for her hushband in
1980, Dunn met Havlik, who invited her o
frin Quicksilver, She since has studied sever-
al kinds of dance—Japanese improv, contao

improv, modern dance—and is now studying
this expression is
) what vitality is...

0 become a Certified Movement Analyst, ]
never wias a mover; 1 never was athletic,” she
said, But now, “I find it is a big pan of my
lite and 15 a grean discovery,” said Dunn,

Duenn also appreciates the bond among
Cuicksilver members, Pedforming befose an
audience is risky, but “there ts a high degree
of trust among the group,” she said. “Peaple
are willing to be sk takers. 1 love the
challenge of ot Knowing what's poing
0 happen.”

Dancing siretches the audience™s minds
and baodies, foo.

Tursind repeatedly has watched tense, sll
audicnees stir under Quicksilvers charms. A
few years ago, Quicksilver performed befare
an all-meade seniors group. Said Tusind, “1
remember watching the men siming in chairs
ane seving OQuicksilver go in.” The men
seemed resistant, saying they weren® inerested
in meclem dance, But soon enough they were
holding hands with one another and with
Cuicksilver—"and having a ball.” she saicd.

The “T can't dance” sentiment is omne
Ouicksilver membwers bear often from—and
seek to change in—audience partcipants,
Early in lifie, many people decide they have
no talent at something, so they shy away
From thar acrivity, said Havlik, But through
dance, people can express their own ideas or
visions, To Havlik, this expression is what
vitality s, "It's vour life force.” &

ts your lite force”
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