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Usdum was awarded the Prize SACD in 1991 and nominated 'Best Show' 

of the Bienal Internacional de Dança do Ceará 2012 (Brazil) 

 



 

 

 

 
 

Choreography : Claudio Bernardo 

Interpretation : Milton Paulo and Claudio Bernardo 

Set design and sound composition : Luc d'Haenens 

Musical arrangements and sound design : Daniel Tursch 

Light design : Marco Forcella 

Costumes : Estelle Wanson 

Duration : 55 minutes 

 

Musical excerpts : indigenous Xingus and Bororos tribal songs, Brazil national 

anthem , “Pensa em mim” Leandro e Leonardo, 

“Beata Viscera” Pérotin, 

“Saint John Passion” Johann-Sebastian Bach 

 

Excerpts from the “Lamentations of Jeremiah”  

 

In collaboration with Indigo and L’Atelier Sainte Anne 

Supported by the Minister of French Community Walloon-Brussels – Dance Sector 

and Theatre Varia 

With the help from WBI and WBT/D 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 
You reached this place by paths visibly hewn by human hands, by 

steps hollowed out of the hardened earth and then by crude ladders 

(….) these men (….) secret inhabitants (….) of the accursed city, 

survivors of a population exterminated by the fire of Heaven one 

thousand years sooner. “We must believe that this species is 

indestructible, he thought, since God Himself has not visited here” (….) 

(….) these men (….) who were not the salt of the earth, because, (….) 

there was no earth (….), but the salt of the salt, even indeed, (….), the 

salt of the salt of the salt.  

Their scrawniness and the impression of strength which they gave 

made them seem tall (….) But as with the women and children, you 

found in them neither purity nor tenderness, for in their bodies there 

was a toughness and lightness, in their faces an expression of strained 

vigilance, always ready for sarcasm, at the same time attractive and 

frightening. “The beauty of the Devil”. 

(….) this man was red, blood red, and all over his body you saw 

distinctly his muscles, the nerves and blood vessels quivering with life. 

No, this man was not naked, he was skinned, flayed alive and living the 

length and breadth of benighted Sodom (….). 

 

 

Michel Tournier, Gaspard, Melchior and Balthazar 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1980, the belly of a female jungle named 

‘Amazon’ was ripped open by 40,000 men who 

discovered there a gold mine. 

A great scar called the “Serra Pelada”, a mountain 

transformed into a huge crater where women were 

forbidden and where men survived, covered with 

earth, making their vows as they watched shooting 

stars, not knowing that in truth these stars were 

falling angels. And what if this mountain was made 

of salt, not gold? And what if this place was called 

“Sodom”? 

 

 
JEBEL – USDUM (Salt Mountain) 
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SOURCES 
 

 

The title of the piece comes from the Arabic word “jebel Usdum”, the name 

of the salt mountain at the southwest corner of the Dead Sea, close to the 

city of Sodom, in Israel. 

 

«"The concept for the performance as well as the way of developing the 

work are fed by several different sources. 

 

A first journey to Israel in 1988 brought me as far as the Dead Sea, the 

presumed site of the long lost city of Sodom.  All that exists there are sterile 

and deserted rivers which form a lunar landscape populated by salt 

sculptures, 390 meters below sea-level, and  which offer a sort of testimony to 

the biblical chastisement of the Sodomites.  In 1989 I visited the Serra Pelada, 

the gigantic crater, once inhabited by a society in which all fertility was 

absent, because it was composed uniquely of men, having come in search 

of gold, the value of which was comparable to that of salt in antiquity. 

 

The impressions left by these two voyages have become intertwined with the 

universe of Michel Tournier, who has been a very important source of 

inspiration for me, his work being so akin to my own sensibilities.  Tournier 

proposed in effect a world full of signs that originate from a personal and 

contemporary mythology and which resembles the ritualistic approach I 

pursued in creating Vida Nostra and Cain.  Beyond his work as a writer, 

Michel Tournier was always strongly attracted by the photographic image.  

What is more, I wanted to follow a logic based on the texts of Sodom, present 

in Gaspar, Melchior, and Balthazar, and use the photographs I took in Serra 

Pelada, the observation of customs or the construction of imaginary events, 

in order to realize in the manner of literary description, a choreographic 

transposition of this universe. » 

Claudio Bernardo 

  



 

ENTRETIEN AVEC CLAUDIO BERNARDO 
 

 

What were your sources of inspiration for Usdum? 

 

For this piece I had many different sources of inspiration:  Michel Tournier and his book  

Gaspar, Melchior and Balthazar; the gold mine of Serra Pelada in the Amazon, which I 

visited in 1989; traditional Indian songs; Pasolini; Bach; The Lamentations of Jeremiah; 

Pérotin.  All of which constitute the body of the piece.  This method of working, which 

mixes various sources, is something I've developed throughout my many different 

creations. 

 

Usdum is an imagined meeting between the city of Sodom with its salt mines as 

described by Michel Tournier and the gold mine of Serra Pelada.  It's the link between 

the Brazilian gold mine where 40,000 men lived and worked, somewhat isolated and 

where women were absent, and the city of Sodom, the city of salt (the equivalent 

currency to gold in ancient times) and the biblical city of homosexuality. 

 

The dance in this piece is directly inspired by the gestures of the miners of Serra Pelada.  

I long analysed their movements, how they dug into the earth, how they put it into their 

sacks, how they would place the sacks upon their shoulders, how they would ascend 

the stairs, their child-like humour, their sexuality, etc...  And after observing these very 

basic, very repetitive movements and the humanity they embody, I created the basis 

for what would become the gestural vocabulary of the piece and its dramaturgy. 

 

 

How is the piece structured? 

 

The piece begins with the concrete, showing the work, the bestial nature and the 

violence of the day-to-day of two beings in constant struggle to survive.  It is a narrative 

dance, the gestures of which speak for themselves.  We discover two characters, in all 

their naïveté, who appear at times like children playing or squabbling.  It is as if they are 

lost.  And then, the relation to the material becomes completely sublimated by a sort of 

metaphysic, because their relationship transforms into an absolute need for humanity.  

The piece evolves from the instinctive and fundamental toward a kind of mutation 

which transcends all else and we feel that these two characters evolve and grow inside 

themselves. 

 

 

It's a piece that deals with socially engaged themes... 

 

Yes, there is a certain social critique.  Because the piece is based on Latin America, on 

what we call the third world and the way in which those people live in a sort of garbage 

bin out of which they extract a dream... to find gold and become rich overnight.  But 

without being a politicized piece.  I think politicized pieces don't age well. 

This piece continues to resonate in current affairs. Today it's Haiti, but it's also, more 

generally, poverty.  Both in the third world and in the so-called developed nations.  

Unfortunately, the piece will always reflect current events, at any rate as long as people 

continue to live in misery. 

 

 

Is there a connection between Usdum and L'Assaut des Cieux (2009), your last creation? 

 

It's true that at the within the body of my choreographic work L'Assaut des Cieux echos 

Usdum.  There is a tie, in the manner of speaking of the possibility of transcendence 



within the banal, to mix the real with the metaphysical.  In fact, it's a question of linking 

the particular with the universal in order to express what is fundamental.  L'Assaut des 

Cieux ends in death. Usdum speaks of an eternal renaissance, as the piece ends where 

it begins, as in a journey coming to an end.  Some people have seen in it a homage to 

manual labor, after Constantin Meunier, painter and sculptor of the Belgian working 

class as well as Jean Genet for what it evokes of homosexuality. 

 

Mais L’Assaut des Cieux se termine par la mort. Usdum parle d'un éternel 

recommencement puisque la pièce termine comme elle commence, comme si une 

journée venait de s'écouler. Certains y ont vu un hommage au travail, à la manière de 

Constantin Meunier, peintre et sculpteur de la vie ouvrière belge mais aussi Jean Genet 

pour l'évocation de l'homosexualité. 

 

 

 

Why revisit Usdum? 

 

First, in order to mark in 2010 15 years of Cie As Palavras, we wondered which piece to 

revisit. And Usdum seemed to me to be the piece the most fitting to celebrate this 

anniversary.  Because, for me, it's a real beginning.  While being a piece created early 

on, in 1991, it contains all the fundaments of my own questioning.  Questions that I will 

continue to pose as my artistic journey continues. 

 

It seems emblematic of my work, in its roots and in its form, as it is also the encounter 

between different forms of art and different sources of inspiration. 

 

And finally, I ask myself if it isn't the best time to reinterpret this piece.  Today we have 

the age of the characters we play.  I think that these two characters can be even more 

expressive now that one can see in their faces and bodies the markings of time.  In 1991, 

Matteo Moles (the precedent performer in the duo) and I had to grow beards to give 

an air of maturity, more pain.  Today, Milton and I are more mature, and are better able 

to interpret certain nuances our roles. 

 

INTERVIEW BY MARINE BUGNOT, 2010 



 

AS PALAVRAS 
 

As Palavras means “the words” in Portuguese. 

Company As Palavras has definitively found its place at the heart of the dance scene in 

Belgium and abroad.  Finding his inspiration in literature, theatre, music and 

contemporary art, the choreographer Claudio Bernardo has created a strong body of 

work which sets itself apart by the echoes which his different creations cause to 

resonate between them.  He has created a real cosmogony, which evokes the 

bitterness and violence of human relations, their presence in Paradise, which they 

helped to soil and to lose, and above all the symbolic charge present in our most banal 

posturing.  With his capacity for a distanced analysis of the cultures that formed him, 

Claudio Bernardo makes visible a world between body and spirit, which by a mirroring 

effect, shows us to ourselves. 

 

 

©Estudio Pã-Enrique Cardozo 

 

In 1995, after several years in residence at the Atelier Sainte Anne, it was at the Théâtre 

Les Tanneurs, in a momentum of recognition for the work of Claudio Bernardo by public 

institutions, the press, programmers and the audience, that the choreographer decided 

to institutionalize his creative approach by creating the company As Palavras. 

 

Two years later the company benefitted from its first major structural subsidy and 

installed itself in Mons. From 1999 onward it invested in the space Machine à Eau.  This 

residency was fundamental in awaking the sensibility for dance within the French 

community because it helped create links between Belgian and international partners 

and saw the promotion of a series of 20 performances and encouraged the work of 70 

different artists.  All the while they continued to deepen an exchange with various 

schools, universities and the public at large.  A festival was also created: Le Mouvement-

Mons. 

  



 

In 1999, within the context of Le Mouvement-Mons Festival, the company launched a 

symposium centered around dance in Belgium, which provided a broader vision of the 

dance scene in both communities.  The connection with Charleroi-Danses meant the 

continued exposure and diffusion of many remarkable works during the Biennale of 

Centre Chorégraphique de Région Francophone Charleroi-Danses and saw the 

creation of a European platform for exchange between various artists. 

 

 

Brussels and Charleroi ceased to be the two principal poles within the French 

community as Mons entered the dance scene on an international level.  La Machine à  

Eau became the point of departure and the anchor for numerous tours in Europe and 

Latin America. 

 

Since October 2012 the company As Palavras is in residence at the Théâtre Varia, in 

Brussels. 

 

 

 

  



 

CLAUDIO BERNARDO 
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Claudio Bernardo was born in Fortaleza in Brazil.  He was raised by parents who shared 

their passion for dancing with him from his earliest years without ever imagining that it 

would become his profession. 

 

At the age of 15 he started studying dance in Sao Paulo, then in Rio de Janeiro.  In 1986 

he entered the Mudra school, directed by Maurice Béjart.  The same year he presented 

in Brussels, Cannes, Kinshasa and Castiglioncello his first choreography: Vita Nostra.  The 

next year he danced with Maurice Béjart's company based in Lausanne, while 

continuing his own creative work.  During this time he won the Philip Morris Jury prize in a 

competition for young choreographers for his second creation, Cain. 

 

Returning to Belgium in 1989, he danced in La Chute d'Icare, choreographed by 

Frédéric Flamand.  And then began a residence at Théâtre les Tanneurs (Atelier Sainte 

Anne), during which time he concentrated on creating choreography.  Within the 

context of the Festival Bruxelles Central, Usdum, received the SACD prize, while Raptus, 

created in 1992 won the main prize at the Festival Expérimental in Cairo. 

 

At this point he started to work on a triptych inspired by the relation between woman 

and absent love, and began to introduce text into his choreographies.   The first part of 

the triptych - Dilatatio -  questions ecstasy and hysteria through the character of Saint 

Teresa d'Avila.  The second part - La Voix Humaine - was inspired by the piece by Jean 

Cocteau.  That same year, he created Les Villes Invisibles inspired by the book by Italo 

Calvino; centered around the idea of an ideal city, it was made in collaboration with 

young men (with roots in Maghreb) in the neighborhood of les Marolles in Brussels. 

 

It was in 1995 that Claudio Bernardo founded his company, As Palavras.  A 

retrospective, with Usdum, Vas and Histoire de Sel was held at Théâtre les Tanneurs, 

where he also presented Géométrie de l'Abîme. 

 

In June 1997, he infiltrated the green houses and the two main halls of Botanique in 

Brussels, within the context of "La Fiesta" and created Le Jardin des Graves and des 

Aigus, with Ingrid Von Wantoch Rebowski. 

 

In September 1997, As Palavras benefitted from its first structural subsidy and another 

residency in Mons.  Two years later La Machine à Eau was proposed to him as a place 

of residency in Mons.  At this time he created Systole, the last part of his triptych.  This 

was followed by a series of creations:  La Jeune Fille et la Mort, In-qui-es-tude, 

Incandescência. 

  



While an associated artist at the Centre Culturel Transfrontalier, La Manège-Mons, he 

offered, along with his creations, many outreach workshops in contemporary dance. 

 

He also organized, in 1999, a symposium about dance and more specifically the 

manner in which to teach it, think of it, write about it and see it evolve.  It was out of this 

context that the first edition of the Festival Le Mouvement-Mons came into being.   

 

From 2001 to 2008 he presented successively:  Le Sacre-O Sacrificio inspired by Igor 

Stravinsky's The Rite of Spring, Sketches For (My Sacred Heart the Drunk), Paixao, Off Key, 

The Waves, Scary Faces, The Library E.M.D.P, Identificazione Di una Donna and A Hora 

da Estrela. 

 

His creation L'Assaut des Cieux (2009) is a parable about the human condition, for six 

performers and a lyrical singer, mixes circus-arts, dance and theatre and has been a 

resounding success, earning the critic's prize for best performance of the season 2009-

2010. 

 

In 2011, he made No Coração da Tempestade, a piece inspired by Shakespeare's The 

Tempest, created in Brazil with the 27 dancers of Balé Teatro Castro Alves (Salvador).  

This piece has been presented within the context of The Europalia Festival Brazil, in Mons, 

Brussels and Liege in November and December.  It has been a big hit with audiences. 

 

In 2012 the duo Usdum was initially programed in the Bienal Internacional de Dança "De 

Par em Par" in Ceará (Brazil), then in Théâtre de la Place in Liège.  The solo 

Identificazione di una donna (2009) was also programmed in the Festival Panorama SESI 

de Dança in Sao Paulo.  

 

At the end of 2012 master classes in choreographic composition and repertory where 

offered to professional dancers at Vila das Artes in Fortaleza (Brazil) and allowed for the 

work to begin on Só20, a solo which questions the process of creation and in more 

general terms the concept of memory. It will have its premiere during the Charleroi-

Danses Biennale Internationale de la Danse, in November 2013 in Belgium. 

 

In 2013 he creates Parabach, for the Paracuru Cia. De Dança (Brazil), a choreographic 

creation for six dancers. Usdum will be performed the12th of October within the context 

of the TorinoDanza Festival in Turin (Italy) and from the 17th to the 24th of October, for six 

performances, at the Théâtre Varia in Brussels. 

 

In April 2014, Usdum will be performed at the Cultural Centre of Dilbeek (Belgium). 
 

  



 

MILTON PAULO 
  
Milton Paulo started his contemporary dance training at the Colégio de Dança do 

Ceara in Brazil in 1999. 

In Brussels he studied la Méthode de Chaines Musculaires and Articulaires G.D.S. He 

collaborated with choreographers and theater directors: Claudio Bernardo (BR), 

Frédéric Flamand (BE), Kyung-a Ryu (KOR), Bud Blumenthal (USA), Ari Numminen (FIN), 

Kristian Smeds (FIN), Elizabeth Czerczuk (POL), and Marie Martinez (FR). 

 

He believes in the wealth to be found in the encounter with different disciplines and 

collective work. His experience with other disciplines has given him the desire to 

broaden the scope of his dance and construct places for exchange and creative 

immersion.  He has collaborated with the Collectif Cil in J'ai fondu dans ma bain and 

then in Le pont de pierres and la peau d'images, by Daniel Danis, directed by Barbara 

Rufin (prize for "Best Discovery" within the context of best dance and theatre 2006), with 

le Collectif Mutin in Absorbe-moi, which mixes dance and new technology, as well as 

with the interdisciplinary group TRUNK, which follows a research into the experimentation 

and integration of scientific research around creativity and improvisation. 

 

As a choreographer he has created 3 pas, d'innombrable particules de poussière (with 

musician Steve Gibbs) and  As Lantejoulas Cairam (with dancer Rafaella Pollastrini). 

His pedagogic work includes such creations as  La ballade de Garuma, directed by 

Jean-Michel Van De Eede (Théâtre de l'Ancre) and performed by the theater students 

of the ISADAC in Morocco and at the Conservatoire Royal de Liège; Derrière la porte, 

created with young dancers from La Maisons des Jeunes in Evellete.  He participates as 

well, as teacher, within the context of of R.I.A, workshop project at the Atelier d'Art 

Contemporain (Liège); and les Paracommad'art, under the direction of Werner Moron. 

For the 2012/2013 season, he has been named associated artist in dance of the Centre 

Dramatique in Wallonie for children and youth. 



PRESS 
 

« It's all that Usdum - a name that sounds like Sodom - in a superb choreography by 

Claudio Bernardo.  A mixture of energy and refinement.  In a sober and judicious set 

designed by Luc D'Haenens (who also created the remarkable sound composition), a 

performance which, beyond the surface, is traversed by an monumental breath: the 

epic of those looking for gold, of which we all seek, each in our own way. » 

(Francis Chenot – Libertés) 

 

 

« A beautiful choreographic writing, which sheds light upon, advances and is driven 

forward by its fascinating simplicity. » 

(Walter Porcceda – Nuova Sardegna) 

 

 

«The nature of  work tends to lead man into very particular circumstances and situations, 

certain work can degrade a man.  From there, instead of showing his fall, he leads one 

toward the precipice... » 

(Gamal Sedki – Ministry of culture 

The fifth Cairo International Festival, Sunday September 5th 1993, No 5) 

 

 

 

« Earthy, muscular, thin, the two men - Claudio Bernardo and Milton Paulo begin at 

once their work as slaves: digging into the earth, putting it into a sack, placing the sack 

upon their shoulders...  brutal gestures, repeated infinitely, accelerated until exhaustion.  

End of the journey:  what else to do but go to sleep at the bottom of a hole.  But the two 

brutes discover their childlike souls: the two comrades play at marbles, dance together, 

happy together as if with a woman...  and little by little they reinvent the innocence 

before the fall: the glorious music of Bach, the celestial voices on high replace the slave 

songs and little songs of love... a loving tenderness  softens the dance. 

Beyond a love between men, the duo resembles the servants of a Marian cult... a 

painful ceremony in which each in turn, in a repetition slower and slower still, becomes 

the divine child of the other.  Just as a Pietà...  Up until the ascension up the ladder.  It is 

of a beauty to bring one to tears. » 

(Danièle Carraz – La Provence – March 4th 2011) 

 

 

« This Friday, the 25th of October, the Théâtre Dragao do Mar, put on stage an 

encounter.  That of an audience with a performance which hadn't been seen here for 

15 years; that of two dancers and their native soil.  Claudio Bernardo and Milton Paulo 

filled the space to the hilt in presenting Usdum in the context of the Biennale 

Internationale de la Danse de Fortaleza/De Par Em Par. 

21 years after its creation, Usdum is more than ever relevant (...) 

The audience feels the irony and moments of grace interwoven into the choreography.  

When Claudio and Milton joke around on the stage, the audience understands and 

laughs along with them.  There is a polarity between them. (...) 

The performance this friday night is one that will stay engraved in our memory» 

(Elisa Parente – O Povo –October 27 2012)  
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Théâtre Varia 

rue du Sceptre 78 

1050 Bruxelles – Belgium  

 

www.aspalavras.org 
 

Léonore Guy 

Promotion 
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Subsidised by the Ministry of the French Walloon Brussels Community –  

Dance Department 
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In residence at the Théâtre Varia, Brussels 

http://www.aspalavras.org/
mailto:diffusion@aspalavras.org
mailto:contact@aspalavras.org
mailto:Roseline.tas@skynet.be

