DANCE.

MINDY ALOFF

The Mark Morris Dance Company
The Armitage Ballet
Peter Martins

uring the 1980s we’ve wit-

nessed a change in the way

dancers treat the past: Where

they used to dismiss or exploit
its ideas, they now pay homage to its
facts. The homage takes various forms;
most obvious are the reconstructions
and revivals that have tried for accuracy
in detail as well as in general atmos-
phere. Among them are four imposing
works by George Balanchine (Gounod
Symphony, Divertimento, Concierto de
Mozart and Symphonie Concertante);
a fair amount of early Graham, including
two persuasive monuments to her 1930s
company of women (Heretic and Cele-
bration); and the Joffrey Ballet’s 1987
reconstruction of the legendary Nijinsky-
Roerich Rite of Spring, which ran only
for eight or nine performances in 1913
before Diaghilev dropped it from the
Ballets Russes.

But modern retrieval systems can fetch
up work even more ephemeral. In 1982,
New York City saw reconstructions of
one-time-only experiments from the
1960s by affiliates of the Judson Dance

March 12, 1988

The Nation.

353

Theatre, for whom survival was once
equivalent to revolutionary failure. Je-
rome Robbins is currently reconstruct-
ing his own choreography for Broadway
musicals, and last fall the Alvin Ailey
company presented a program of Kath-
erine Dunham’s 1930s and 1940s revue
pieces. The two highly influential an-
thology shows produced by Claudio Se-
govia and Héctor Orezzoli, Tango Ar-
gentino and Flamenco Puro, attempted
to preserve actual dance techniques as
well as dramatize their motivating emo-
tions—even as the tango palaces of
Buenos Aires are emptying out and the
Andalusian caves becoming increasingly
commercialized. Over and over we learn
that the theater relates to society, but
perversely. As the impetus for a dance
grows weak in the field, its action is
more robustly translated to the stage. In
the case of certain ancient styles whose
native practitioners are themselves en-
dangered (like the Tibetans) or whose
distinctive supporting cultures are rapid-
ly merging into larger ones (the dances
of southern India and parts of Africa),
scholarship is actually replacing spon-
taneous performance.

We’re seeing another, deeper response
to history, too: the incorporation of its
imagery into contemporary choreogra-
phy. To some extent, this is what dance
has always done. Theatrical dancing pro-
gresses according to how one choreog-
rapher reinterprets (or creatively misun-
derstands) his or her predecessors: Bour-
nonville reinvented Vestris, Balanchine
reinvented Petipa, Nijinska reinvented
Nijinsky, Taylor reinvented Graham. In
the words of Stravinsky, ‘“The artist im-
poses a culture upon himself and ends
by imposing it upon others.”’ That is the
dynamic of tradition. The choreogra-
phers of the 1980s are perhaps the most
scholarly that dancing has ever pro-
duced, with a bewildering wealth of doc-
umentation available to them—including,
of course, videotape. They are the first
generation of choreographers who can
look back on a literature of dancing, in
the way that writers can look back on
printed texts. And yet, the effect seems
to be that their vision is more narrow,
their horizons lower, their perspectives
more eccentric than those of the prede-
cessors they venerate.

We may be losing the capacity for the
fullest kind of classic expression in
choreography. In saying this, I intend a
distinction between the technique of clas-
sic ballet—a codified vocabulary and
system of training—and the principles

of classicism in the making of art. For
both, the ultimate model is the art of
Hellenistic Greece, in which the human
figure is portrayed as an agent of health,
strength and especially beauty, even in
moments of extreme testing. Classic bal-
let, whose principles have been refracted
through the aesthetics of the Renais-
sance, also emphasizes the aerial quali-
ties of motion (or the upward accent im-
plicit in walking) and that quality we
call ““line,”” the Euclidean geometry
embedded in turned-out positions. Clas-
sic dance expression, however, is not
a matter of how the dancer looks but
of how he or she behaves: It is a dra-
matic and musical issue rather than a
purely visual one. Its characteristics are
a calm center (both physical and psy-
chological), a directness of perspective
and tone, an orientation outside the self
toward the world and a continual effort
to engage wildly opposing forces in some
sort of balance. The pas de deux drama-
tizes this balancing act most quickly and
clearly, although a great individual like
Graham or Duncan can sometimes build
the balancing effect into a solo, or a
work for star pitted against chorus, as
the ancients could build it into the play
of forces within a single stone figure or
among the overlapping forms on a frieze.

These are by no means the only prin-
ciples in art, nor do they constitute a
formula for masterpieces; much of the
dancing I value has been devised by art-
ists for whom the word ‘‘classic’’ has
no particular significance, or a negative
one. The loss I mean is circumscribed;
dancing is a human impulse and will
survive all sorts of stylistic transmogrifi-
cation. But there is a particular effect
that young choreographers seem unable
to attain on a proscenium stage. ‘‘In
ballet, the clumsy becomes graceful,”’
Balanchine wrote. ‘“The hesitant, inar-
ticulate thought is expressed in direct,
eloquent gesture, and nothing appears
impossible; love can triumph over every-
thing. In many great ballets, love does.”’
Astaire and Rogers are classic in this
light; so are the figures of Merce Cun-
ningham’s Septet, of Graham’s Appala-
chian Spring, of Paul Taylor’s Roses, of
Twyla Tharp’s Nine Sinatra Songs. And
then, a curious vacancy.

To learn how the next generation of
choreographers compares, consider the
work of Mark Morris, Karole Armitage
and Peter Martins. All are in or just out
of their 30s. All are prolific, highly visi-
ble both in the United States and abroad
and controversial among dance critics.
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All profess an abiding allegiance to Bal-
anchine, to technical discipline, to the
refinements of decor as well as choreog-
raphy. All embrace popular music, in-
cluding rock or rock-influenced scores.
All are smart, articulate and knowledge-
able about many kinds of dancing. Per-
haps most important, all are, or were,
inimitable virtuosos; they understand
their field from the inside out.

Mark Morris, the one with roots most
firmly in modern and folk dancing, ac-
tually comes closest to making classic im-
ages as Winckelmann or Lessing would
have defined them, looking back to the
Greece of Sophocles and the Laocoon.
A devotee of Baroque music, Morris is
also the most learnedly musical of the
choreographers, and he has absorbed the
punctuated measure, sculptural cadences
and gestural force of the opera in that
period, whether he is setting Pergolesi’s
Stabat Mater or Yoko Ono’s Dogtown.

The more you enjoy sophisticated rela-
tionships between movement and music,
the more likely you are to be attracted
to Morris’s work. His understanding of
dance history is also embracing. In the
dances he made for himself and his com-
pany in the Seattle Opera’s recent, mod-
ernized production of Gluck’s Orpheus
and Eurydice, one could find teasing ref-
erences to Balanchine’s Chaconne (which
uses the same music) and to Isadora
Duncan, who, like Morris, performed
the ““Dance of the Furies’’ as a solo.
Indeed, if you want to get a sense of
Morris’s own effect as a performer,
look at the photographs of Duncan
among Greek antiquities—the amazing
early one of her poised mid-motion on
half-toe in an outdoor theater, or those
that Steichen took of her and her Isa-
dorables at the Parthenon during the
1920s. Morris has the same long body
and big presence, the same expressive
neck, open face and voluble hands.

ON ANOTHER DEPARTURE, CHATILLON 1987

When silence enters and past times

are recollected as though a lens

had caught beloved images restored

to a brilliant sharpness they may or

may not have had when first perceived,

their look of timelessness down lanes

behind an ornate iron gate slightly ajar;
when such images of moments of former
happiness come back, of people and places,
the ease and oneness between them,

a walk, arm in arm, across a bridge,

among trees dimly lit by lamplight

the tentative urgings of desire:

the longing these arouse in us is not so much
for what actually happened as for

the promise they held, the sweet

anticipation as they occurred.

Years had to have taught us that of our ardent wishes
little has become real; of the beloved visage,
although appearing before us, there has been
no lasting possession. Ultimately, the perfection
of which we receive glimmering impressions

around houses, canals, faces looking up
at our approaching shadows, exists,
continues in its impenetrable realm,

its own glory of constant presence,

for us out of reach except that we ‘
perceive, except that we may feel it. Reminded |
of moments charged with its promise
we continue to look longingly toward
the gate to forgetfuiness where at last
we shall be at home, absorbed in

the quiet splendor of its wholeness.

Arthur Gregor

What he does not have is the unveiled
rapport with an audience; his is a much
more . ironic sensibility. And his refusal
to cast emotions into the terms of male-
female partnerships we associate with
classic dancing limits his popular ap-
peal. (His labile equations of gender, in-
cluding roles for which men and women
can be equally cast, coupled with his
teasing irony, give some dance-goers the
idea that he’s trying to fool them.) I
believe that Morris, the youngest of the
group discussed here, has the greatest
potential for making popular—and
classic—dancing. At the moment, how-
ever, we are about to lose him to the
Théatre Royale de la Monnaie in Brus-
sels, which has offered him and his
company residency, support and a the-
ater for six months of every year. The
company will still have New York
seasons, but will mature overseas.

Karole Armitage represents a bridge
between ballet and some kinds of mod-
ern dance; her background includes ex-
perience dancing Balanchine with the
Geneva Ballet and a number of years as
a prominent member of Merce Cunning-
ham’s company. But the balletic elements
in Cunningham’s work are strong-—ver-
ticality, turnout, emphasis on aerial
movements and allegro footwork—and
so one thinks of Armitage as purveying
a balletic look, especially now that she’s
choreographing for ballet-trained danc-
ers, with a stress on point technique and
partnering. Armitage is the only one of
the three artists mentioned here who
seems to start from the premise of want-
ing the dancers to register as beautiful
or noble. She is also the only one consis-
tently to incorporate literary and pic-
torial themes into her work and to ap-
propriate poses from Balanchine ballets—
notably those of the late 1950s and early
1960s. She alone enjoys a truly cross-
over audience: During her Brooklyn
Academy of Music season this past fall,
one saw School of American Ballet pa-
trons and rock superstars crisscrossing
the lobby.

Exquisitely costumed by Christian
Lacroix and David Salle, the attractive,
well-rehearsed dancers gave the eye
plenty to take in; and the complex, even
esoteric dance structures—with their
sallies through Renaissance history and
beatnik style in the case of one work
and through Balanchine’s beatnik-era
ballet in another—gave the mind pieniy
to think about. With remarkable self-
knowledge, Armitage cast herself in op-

—_"
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| position to younger colleagues as a
 high-bred eccentric; her deadpan wit
served to throw their youthful facility
into relief. The contrast between styles
was the subject of both The Tarnished
Angels and The Elizabethan Phrasing
of the Late Albert Ayler. Her influences
‘matter much. In keeping with Cunning-
ham’s practice of detached collabo-
ration, as well as with the organiza-
tion of Salle’s paintings, the observer is
asked to work rather hard at making
connections.

And yet, although Armitage’s dances
seem to present the conditions for classic
art, they don’t coalesce into directness
of tone or intensity of image. One reason
might be the unusually brief choreo-
graphic units in which she works. She
tends not to sustain a dance long
enough for the observer to internalize it;

y the time you’ve taken in the stage pic-

e and general mood, she’s on to anoth-

setup. Even when she keeps a couple
ogether for a while, as in The Watteau

ets, they are constantly switching
hoes, or costumes, or dance vocabu-
faries; their intimacy is never exactly pre-
ented, it’s a quality to be deduced. Ar-
itage’s classicism is a function of im-
lication, not construction. It finally
akes for lively ideas but not for sus-
pined dance.

Peter Martins, the co-ballet master

chief of the New York City Ballet,
as the most traditionally classic back-
round of these artists. Trained in the
‘;‘chool of the Royal Danish Ballet, he
:ame to prominence at the City Ballet
inder Balanchine, where he enjoyed suc-
'ess not only as a soloist—the definitive
Apollo of his generation— but also as a
great partner, notably to Suzanne Farrell.
in childhood, Martins was an accom-
slished practitioner of ballroom danc-
ng, and the virtuosity of partnering in
iis work is remarkably developed: At
imes, it looks as if his essential subject
s the frontier between partnering and
1ot partnering. How little support can
he man offer and still offer support?
{ow much can the ballerina handicap
rerself and still be a ballerina? (At one
yoint in Ecstatic Orange, Heather Watts
5 brought by Jock Soto to a climactic
siss while she ‘‘binds’’ her arms behind
ler, trapping her feet so that she sup-
yorts herself on her kneecaps as his
orefinger balances her under the chin.)
Nith this line of inquiry, Martins devel-
)ps a strain implicit in the Balanchine of
4gon, and it’s impossible not to admire
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First annual Ewen Lecture at Brooklyn College

JUSTICE OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES JR.,
AND FREE SPEECH: THE ABRAMS CASE

Professor of history Richard Polenberg, Cornell Universi-
ty, discusses the trial and deportation of left-wing
radicals during World War | as the origin of Justice
Holmes's commitment to First Amendment rights.

MONDAY, MARCH 14, 10 AM TO 12 NOON

Occidental Lounge
Brooklyn College Student Center
Campus Road, Flatbush
Brooklyn, New York

TecNica and Nicaragua Medical Aid Campaign
present

GIVE PEACE A DANCE!

With Afro-Latin dance band The Harp Band
and D.J. Will K. Wilkins

To benefit technical and medical aid projects in Nicaragua
SATURDAY, MARCH 26, 10 PM

Manhattan Plaza
66 East 4th Street
New York City

Tickets: $12 at the door or $10 in advance. For more in-
formation, call (212) 496-6945.

EYEWITNESSES REPORT FROM GAZA STRIP
AND WEST BANK

Speakers: Martin Garbus, participant in lawyers’ inquiry
into Israeli military justice in occupied areas, Dr. H. Jack
Geiger, member of Physicians for Human Rights delega-
tion to West Bank and Gaza Strip, Mel King, progressive
community activist, former Massachusetts State
Assembly member, Gail Pressberg, executive director,
Foundation for Middle East Peace.

MONDAY, MARCH 14, 7:30 PM

Martin Luther King Labor Center
310 West 43rd Street
New York City

$4 contribution. For more information, call Middle East
Peace Network (212) 691-0404.

SUNDAY, MARCH 20, 5:30 PM

Israeli Prime Minister Shamir visits New York.
Candlelight Protest: Gather at Israeli Defense Ministry,
850 Third Avenue (51st Street)

For more information, call (212) 941-0325.

FOCUS ON ZAIRE:
AN INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE

On Zaire's role in U.S./South African/Israeli reactionary
policies in Southern/Central Africa, destabilization of
Angola/Mozambique, CIA involvement since the
assassination of Lumumba, human rights abuses,
Dellums’s legislation denying Mobutu further U.S. aid.

FRIDAY, MARCH 11, 9 AM TO 6 PM

Carnegie Endowment for International Peace
The Root Room, 8th Floor Conference Center
11 Dupont Circle
Washington D.C.

For more information, call (212) 864-3000 (New
York); (202) 543-8324 (Washington)

Co-sponsers: Association of Concerned Africa Scholars (en-
dorser); Black Community Information Center, Boston; Bread for
the World (endorser); Center for Research on Zaire (CEREZ);
Community for Human Rights; Lutheran Advocates for Social
Change; People's Revoluticnary Party (Congo); The Rainbow
Lobby; Phil Terry, co-chair Anti-Apartheid Coalition, Occidental
College, Los Angeles* (endorser); Union for Democracy and
Social Progress (UDPS, Zaire); U.S.-Congo Friendship Commit-
tee; Women's Strike for Peace; Workers and Peasants Party of
The Congo (POP); Zairean Clergy for the Restoration of Justice
and Democracy.

*Organizational affiliation for idéntification purposes only.

Georgetown University Public Service Center, Community

Jobs, the George Washington Community Action Network

and the Youth Action project invite all concerned to:
CAREERS IN SOCIAL CHANGE

A national conference featuring socially responsible
career opportunities—alternatives to big business and
government.
Discussions, workshops, alternative career fair
Keynote speaker: Ralph Nader
FRIDAY-SATURDAY, APRIL 8-9

Funger Hall
George Washington University
Washington, D.C.

For registration form, call (202) 331-7816 and leave
name, address, phone number.

WRITERS AND AIDS:
A LITERARY FORUM and BENEFIT READING
With Cheryl Clarke, Laurie Colwin, Martin Duberman,
David Leavitt, Fran Lebowitz, Manuel Ramos Otero,
Scott Spencer and Edmund White—moderated by

Gregory Kolovakos.

MONDAY, APRIL 4, 8 PM

The New York Society for Ethical Culture
2 West 64th Street

$10 General Admission; $50 Special Donor Ticket. For
more information and to order tickets, call (212)
787-6557. (All proceeds will be donated to the AIDS
Resources Center.)

Co-sponsored by the Writers in Performance series of the
Manhattan Theatre Club and the Writers Voice of the West Side
YMCA.

Fourth Annual Faculty Summer Institute
on the U.S.S.R. and U.S. - Soviet Relations
LINKING GORBACHEV’S DOMESTIC AND

FOREIGN POLICIES

An intensive weeklong seminar on current political,
social, economic, cultural and diplomatic developments
in the U.S.S.R., featuring presentations by outstanding
authorities in the field. Intended for teachers of
international relations, peace and conflict studies and
related fields. Modest registration fee; free dormitory-
style housing available.
JUNE 6 TO 10

Hampshire College
Amherst
Massachusetts
For information and application form, write: Michael
Klare, PAWSS, Hampshire College, Amherst, MA 01002.
Sponsored by the Five College Program in Peace and World

Security Studies in conjunction with the Harriman Institute for
Advanced Study of the Soviet Union of Columbia University.

THE FUTURE OF THE UNITED NATIONS
A dialogue sponsored by the
HUMANIST SOCIETY OF METROPOLITAN NEW YORK
a chapter of the
AMERICAN HUMANIST ASSOCIATION
Guest speaker: H.E. Sir Crispin Tickell, British Am-

bassador to the United Nations.
Presiding: Hon. J. Sinclair Armstrong, President,
English Speaking Union, U.S.

MONDAY, APRIL 11

The New York University Club
123 West 43rd Street
New York City

6:30 pm Dinner and Reception $23
8 pm Dialogue only $7
Please send your name, address, phone and affiliation with your -
check payable to: Humanist Society of Metropolitan NY, 777
United Nations Plaza, New York, NY 10017. Reservations
limited. For information, call Jesse Gordon, (212) 687-2477.
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the delicagies of physical engineering he
discovers.

Indeed, as far as certain fundamen-
tals are concerned—the pinpointing of
a dancer’s balance, the maintenance of
an allegro pulse in adagio time, the gri-
saille effects of continuous adjustments
in placement—Martins is almost unbeat-
able. But his artistic authority wavers; he
doesn’t organize his discoveries in ways
that project expressive images from the
action. He doesn’t seem to think in terms
of analogies. And so, his dances pro-
vide excitement but no drama, calm but
no balance, port de bras and steps but no
gestures. The performers pass easily
from one dance incident to the next;
they coast through time. But the inci-
dents don’t cohere into a momentum, a
poetic (i.e., connective) urgency. Ecsfat-
ic Orange and Calcium Light Night, the
two most successful of Martins’s bal-
lets, sustain what dance tension they
possess by stringing out jokes or puns
on technique rather than through analyz-
ing and reaccenting a set of limited
choreographic materials—Balanchine’s
method and Morris’s and Armitage’s
aspiration. In some ways, Martins, the
de facto heir of the master, is the far-
thest from him temperamentally.

Can faithfulness to the letter of
history estrange an artist from its spirit?
We are living in a time when literature
itself is no longer a common heritage.
Critics of American education lament
that our children don’t read more books
or hold more information in common;
George Steiner suggests that we no
longer share an irreducible Biblical cul-
ture. Yet ten years ago, dancers and au-
diences were less literate and happier.
As we look toward the next century,
we’ll be watching with more than aca-
demic interest to see if a thorough
knowledge of Serenade makes classic
expression more likely, or less.

In March, the Mark Morris Dance
Company will be in Ames, Iowa; Madi-
son, Wisconsin; Minneapolis, Minne-
sota; Lincoln, Nebraska; the Bronx,
New York; and Princeton, New Jersey.
In April, they will be at Dartmouth Col-
lege, New Hampshire, and the Universi-
ty of Massachusetts at Amherst. They
will perform at the Brooklyn Academy
of Music on May 17-22. The Armitage
Ballet plays the Joyce Theater in New
York City, May 24-June 5. Choreog-
raphy by Peter Martins will be featured
in the New York City Ballet’s spring
season at the New York State Theater,
April 26-June 26. O
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A Nation Institute/American Civil Liberties Union town
meeting with: Representative John Conyers Jr., Richard
Falk, Morton Halperin, Arthur Kinoy, Barbara Cohen,
David Corn and Jefferson Morley.

A complete record of this important event can now be
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