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By VALERIESUDOL

Mark Morris has been hailed as a
young genius of modern dance, and like
many men of exceptional talent, he
could also be called eccentric. |

Appearing at McCarter Theatre in
Princeton Tuesday, the Mark Morris
Dance Group offered dances bearing
the unmistakable stamp of a personal-
ity that dwells beyond the mainstream.
Almost a cult hero to his generation of
dancers, Morris has a strong following
on both coasts-and is-soon to leave for
Brussels, where his company will re-
place Maurice Bejart's Ballet of the
20th Century in residence.

But several dozen Princetonians
found the program not to their liking,
and voted with their feet to cut the eve-
1ing short. Such strong and opposite
eactions to Morris’ work speak to the

Lof plasticity an ‘graee.
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expectations audiences bring to the the-
ater.

Morris’ dances are formed of blunt
material. Dancers slide across the
stage like inch worms, cling to the
waists of their partners and drop to the
ground in unbroken falls, and hoist
their partners like potato sacks. To
someone weaned on hallet and the
more lyrical styles of modern dance,
this vocabulary of movement might ap-
pear undancerly.

It is anti-romantic, and where

Bold is beautiful in unique vocabulary
choreographer Mark Morris' Group

The Mark Morris Dance Group makes a knock-kneed passage through ‘Marble Halls’

some choreographers have taken an—

aesthetic stance against creating mere-
ly pretty pictures, Morris goes further
in deflating conventional beauty. The
costumes are not just plain, but down-
right ugly and unflattering to eithe

dancers or movement. s

To appreciate Morris, the viewer
has to put a premium on other things,
like originality. And be intrigued by the
structure his dances erect in time and
space, and in the relationship of move-
ment to music. For here is where Mor-
ris excels.

Three of five pieces were set to
vocal music from the classical reper-
tory—Schubert, Brahms and Purcell.
This preference isn’t surprising in a
dancer whose sense of phrasing is like
that of a singer. In his new solo “Offer-
torium,” Morris creates a dance that

has the supple control of a well-disci-

plined voice.

While not in any sense miming the
words, Morris matches a sustained note
with a slowly extended stretch, takes a
coloratura passage at a brisk prance,
and punctuates a climactic musical mo-
ment by upending himself and pointing
his free leg at the ceiling. He turns the
singer’s gesture of clasping hands be-
fore the chest into a dance movement

In conception quite beautiful, the
dance is done in plain gray sweats. Bul-

[ kier now, his hair long and wild, Morris

has a way of doing things that makes it
important to look at the dance, not just
the dancer.
His other appearance was opposite
Teri Weksler in “One Charming Night,”
which was anything but. Weksler in a
hideous jumper and Morris in an awk-
wardly buttoned black suit stalk one
another, circling around a small bench.
lI%r: this dark duet the couple doesn’t so
uch dance together as prey on one an-
other; at its conclusion Morris slashes
at his wrist and offers it to his partner,

who sucks at it greedily like a vampire.

“New Love Song Waltzes,” a group

| piece, also avoids romanticism like the

plague. In a collection of unmatched
black and blue clothing, the 10 dancers

move in tumbling waves across the-
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stage with their ‘arms wheeling like -
spume on broken surf. ;

They form a long chain for an in- *
tricate series of joined patterns. Run- .
ning under the arched arms of the first '
two, dancers fall to the floor in se--+
quence, jump lightly to their feet to ex-
ecute the whole business in retrograde,
wind into spirals and collapse again
like dominos in series.

The love part isn’t much apparent
in Morris’ unisex choreography. Part-
nering is brief and undeferential, as it

league and hauling him/her offstage, or
lying prone atop another dancer in a .
groping embrace that needed no expla-
nation.

Yet this, and the equally peculiar
and earthbound “Fugue and Fantasy”
had a pristine and meticulous musical:
sense, and a confident command of
structure that made them fascinating.
In “Fugue” four dancers remain seated -,
while performing in strict musical se-
quence a series of gestures that include
waggling their raised feet and aiming
an open-handed blow at the face. of
their neighbor. In the “Fantasy” sec-
tion, five others form frozen tableaus,

fall thumping to the floor in brutal

drops, clutch and bend in contorted pos-
tures, all while staring fixedly into mid- -
dle distance as if at some impending
doom.

Morris’ triumph is that by combin-

‘mainly involves hoisting an inert col-

ing unglamorous movement with intui- .

tive musicianship, he creates strong
and unsentimental statements that. .
aren’t in any sense derivative. If raw
and unembellished, these dances are
also fresh, distinctive and challenging.
The final piece, “Marble Halls,”
set to a Bach harpsichord piece, was |
lovely in its bones, although costumes

of orchid 'Ij-shg;lg and orange shorts .
e

seemed boldly, deliberately ugly.

Taken at the score’s fierce, metri-
cal tempo, this was a superb musical
visualization of Bach’s architectural

music. To its repeating themes, the °

dancers rushed onstage in intersecting .

diagonal lines. This recurred like a cho-
rus, flooding the stage and washing
away, leaving soloists behind in the
wake to perform their featured dances.

Choral or group patterns were the .
theme, with dancers often arrayed in

several lines like a corps de ballet, each

line working in unison to create harmo-
ny and counterpoint in concert with the

others.

Athletic in the endurance it re-

quired, performed with a brimming
zest by this strong group of dancers, it
was the closest ccncession Morris made
to recognizable virtuosity and artistic.
uplitt. Too bad

Rat.

those who left early



