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DANCING 
Vivamus Atque Amemus 

THE dances Mark Morris makes 
are not about his own life or 
loves; all the same, it seems to 

me that he is <lance's Catullus. The 
direct intensity of feeling and the ele­
gant mastery of a variety of composi­
tional forms remind me of that great 
bad-boy poet; and then so do Morris's 
ability to depict loves gay and straight 
without strain and without meanness, 
and his deep concern with what it is to 
be male and/ or female. He can adopt 
the idioms of previous choreographers, 
making hommages and translations­
as did Catullus with Sappho and the 
Alexandrian poets-without ever los­
ing his openhearted immediacy. His 
sensibility is utterly of our day. 

This May, he gave a week-long 
season at the Brooklyn Academy of 
Music. Though I'd seen Morris and 
some of his choreography before, the 
five works shown there were new to 
me, and it was this season that finally 
convinced me of his stature. And then, 
on May 31st, American Ballet Theatre 
gave the premiere of his "Drink to Me 
Only with Thine Eyes"-a marvel­
lous work, to music by Virgil Thom­
son. That he is one of the world's most 
entrancing dancers, that his work often 
demonstrates both remarkable struc­
tural ingenuity and an extraordinary 
range of style and drama, I had felt 
since first seeing him and his company, 
in 1984. Moreover, if anyone could tell 
in dance the overwhelming tale of self­
castration, frenetic Cybelean worship, 
and sex change that is to be read in 
Catullus' Attis poem, it's Mark Mor­
ris: so "Deck of Cards," "Jealousy," 
"Lovey," and "Songs That Tell a 
Story" have shown in previous 
years-with their uncanny command 
of narrative, histrionics, travesty, and 
emotion. Still, I'd been uneasy about 
his musicality, which seemed at times 
-in the Beethoven "Minuet and Alle­
gro in G," for example-weightedly 
and tightly step-for-note Disneyish in 
timing. Why is it that this season I 
didn't feel that once? I can explain it 
only by suggesting that the phrasing 
and accentuation to be found in the 
American modern-dance tradition, to 
which Morris so clearly belongs, can 
be as hard for a newcomer to adjust to 
as the off-the-beat exaggerated legato 

characteristic of much Soviet ballet. 
The coursing rhythm and the full­
bodied tone that mark the dancing of 
Morris and his colleagues are descend­
ed primarily from Paul Taylor-and 
thus take their place in the genealogy 
that leads back to Isadora. Morris is 
the heir who restores the family for­
tunes. With almost everything he 
showed this May, he had me hovering 
between laughter and tears, shock and 
wonder. In him, American modern 
dance recaptures its youth. 

"One Charming Night" is Morris's 
variation on the subversive erotic fan­
tasy of Romanticism. The ballet "La 
Sylphide," in which the sylph of the 
hero's dreams enters his waking life, 
was a sex reversal of the scenario of 
Charles Nodier's (pre-Du Maurier) 
novel "Trilby," in which a male sprite 
haunts and possesses a Scotswoman. 
But while the changes that have been 
rung in dance on the theme of "La 
Sylphide" are beyond number, few of 
them have gone back to the "Trilby" 
idea of a woman haunted and excited 
by a male apparition; the most cele­
brated such example is Fokine's "Le 
Spectre de la Rose." In "One Charm­
ing Night," Morris is no androgynous 
rose-ghost; the frisson of the piece is 
that he's a vampire in cleric's clothing. 
No man has made this kind of 
demonic-fascinator role for himself 
since Jules Perrot in the eighteen-for­
ties. It's just a duet, and it never takes 
itself too solemnly: Morris enjoys the 
absurdity of melodrama, and yet he 
makes it persuasive. We see first a girl 
(Teri Weksler) waiting, yearning fe­
verishly, restless with desire; the spook 
(Morris) arrives; he enchants and pos­
sesses her; and it is not, after all, a 
dream-he carries her off. 

But that's only the surface of it. The 
real twist lies in Morris's treatment not 
of male and female but of the music. He 
uses four Purcell vocal pieces, and I 
relished the first stages of the story 
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while the countertenor Drew Minter 
sang-beautifully-"Be Welcome, 
Then, Great Sir," "One Charming 
Night," and "Hark! The Ech'ing 
Air." There's a sensuous elegance in 
the dance that Morris conjures right 
out of the music. The seduction's 
climax, however, is set to the longest of 
the Purcell works: a recitative, aria, 
and finale. And as this started, with the 
words "Lord, what is Man, lost Man, 
that thou shouldst be so mindful of 
him?," I was suddenly torn two ways, 
for it is music I've loved since my 
religious teens. 

Torn, but held. Who would not be 
astounded by the strength of Morris's 
gesture as, standing behind W eksler, 
he runs his hands down her torso? Or 
by the sensual snarl with which he 
plants the love bite on her neck? One 
doesn't see physical acting of this cali­
bre in Dracula movies or plays. Or 
such good comedy: he is the most fleshy 
and lewd and unctuous of fiends. His 
voluptuous power and mock solemnity, 
the woman's giddy fluctuations of emo­
tion-we're shown these in a seamless 
flow of mime and dance. And it is 
W eksler's performance, blunt and 
abandoned, especially in the way she 
grows enfeebled by her own passion, 
that makes the piece so alarmingly real. 
Yet, meanwhile, the words sang on of 
how "the Son of God forsook His 
glory, His abode, to become a poor 
tormented man." When the bitten 
W eksler dances in new unity and rap­
ture with Morris, it's to Purcell's re­
peated "Hallelujah"s. 

Seeing the piece a second time, I 
found myself seduced utterly; and the 
use of the music no longer seemed 
impious. Morris doesn't ignore the 
words; they're the sermon he himself 
preaches to the girl, the deluding mes­
sage this Elmer Gantry uses to take 
final possession of his already captive 
audience. Feelings both religious and 
erotic are confused in her affliction. 
"One Charming Night" lasts just fif­
teen minutes, but-like the "Stabat 
Mater" Moses Pendleton made for 
Pilobolus in 1983-it's a horrifying 
little vignette of the psychopathology 
of religion. And sharply, gleefully told: 
I blame none of those who chortle in 
watching it. 

I see why they laugh happily during 
"New Love Song Waltzes," too. So 
deft is the timing of Morris's choreog­
raphy in this lush, extravagant 1982 
work for ten dancers that the tone is 
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always pithy and light. It 
fills the Brooklyn 
Academy stage handsome­
ly: hard to imagine that it 
was ever performed in the 
much smaller space of 
Dance Theatre Work­
shop. Here, again, Morris 
shows audacity in his 
choice of music-the 
Brahms "N eue Liebes­
lieder ," which many con­
sider to be Balanchine 
music. As it happens, 
"New Love Song 
Waltzes" reminds me 
a good deal of Taylor's 
"Esplanade" -which 
dared to commit a parallel 
sin, by using the "Con­
certo Barocco" music­
and, in particular, of its 
fourth movement, with its 
series of loving couples, 
the women hanging 
fondly around their male 
partners' necks. One 
watches both works with 
an unclouded brow and a 
full heart. 

One could watch "New 
Love Song Waltzes" with 
a full brain, too. It's a 

--- - ',J 

work whose references range back 
through the colloquial look of apparent 
improvisation used by Twyla Tharp in 
the seventies, by way of Isadora, to old 
Greek chain dances; and it presents its 
dancers' numerous ripe, amorous en­
counters with vigor and intricacy: one 
could analyze its workings as those of a 
finely wrought drama. But it took me 
back to that state of innocently mysti­
fied admiration which one experiences 
less and less frequently as one follows 
any art form more. Within the first 
minute, it has taken from its music a 
sense of love's grip; love is the mesh in 
which all the characters are caught. 
"New Love Song Waltzes" doesn't try 
to give us a world of the nineteenth­
century waltz and of Romantic expres­
sion, as does Balanchine's "Liebes­
lieder Walzer;" its treatment of the 
music is of and about our time, and part 
of Morris's skill is that this never looks 
anachronistic. Male couples, female 
couples, male-female couples: the ease 
with which Morris sets these alongside 
each other without making any issue of 
gender is quintessentially eighties ( dat­
able even as early eighties, but not 
dated). And it fits right in to the use of 
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"Thank you, Bentley. We get the picture." 

• • 
male and female voices in Brahms' 
score. Morris's subtlest feat in "New 
Love Song Waltzes," however, is the 
way he blends love's sincerity with 
love's transience. We see dancer after 
dancer moving from one partner's arms 
to another's; but the work isn't flip­
pant, nor is it a study of promiscuity. 
Men and women, held rather by tender 
emotion and physical desire ( and by 
their need for those things) than by any 
specific relationship-we're shown this 
in all its human truth. 

In his Mozart "Fugue and Fantasy" 
Morris pays his dues to the Den­
ishawn-Humphrey tradition of music 
visualization, and he handles simulta­
neously a quite different, contemporary 
choreographic idiom, in which obses­
sive gestural behavior is ordered in 
accumulating choreographic patterns. 
He's not the first to put this kind of 
movement-standing, sitting, slapping 
oneself, waggling feet above the floor 
-to an eighteenth-century fugue; but 
has anyone else made so persuasive and 
firm a picture of racked, driven, self­
tormenting, getting-nowhere gestures? 
And who else save Balanchine can 
have illustrated a musical fugue so 

judiciously? Time and again, especially 
with those waggling feet ( which 
match a trill in the music), a touch of 
comedy suddenly slices through the 
bleak, schematic ensemble. Here Mor­
ris is like the Mozart who used dra­
matic situations as opportunities for 
compositional virtuosity-as in the de­
velopments of sonata form found in the 
sextets of "Figaro" and "Don Gio­
vanni." Equally Mozartian is the 
work's second, Fantasy section, an ex­
ercise in sustained melodramatic ten­
sion. Although we can laugh at each 
of its sudden, individual gestures­
among the most prominently recycled 
motifs are a collapse to the floor, a hand 
clasped to the throat, a fall backward 
into another dancer's arms-and al­
though we can smile at how all con­
cerned fix their eyes on the Offstage 
Object, the inexorable mechanics of the 
whole keep us attentive, and even 
aghast. 

Having praised these pieces, I must 
say I just don't get another new work 
by Morris, "Sonata for Clarinet and 
Piano," to Poulenc. From its opening, 
in which Morris himself is held aloft, 
as if on a rostrum, by a cluster of co-
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dancers, who then promptly bear him 
offstage, the work is often entertain­
ing; it's always clearly and smartly 
arranged. He deliberately here supplies 
a choreographic framework that 
doesn't parallel that of the music. But 
what he intended, with his lined-up 
corps de ballet and his own half­
teacher, half-ringmaster role, eluded 
me both times I saw it . 

The Brooklyn program ended with 
yet another new work-"Strict 
Songs," to music composed by Lou 
Harrison and based on Hopi 
chants-which shows us a 
quite other Morris. Here he 
has opened his heart to the 
rapt mysteries of the music, 
showing a tribe of men and 
women at ease with them­
selves and with nature. 
Imagery of ritual and biology, leaping 
animals and undulating flora: all of it 
luminous, and all of it borne on the 
tides of the music and then away into 
nowhere. 

For "Drink to Me Only," at 
A.B.T., Morris has taken thirteen of 
the piano etudes that Virgil Thomson 
composed in the forties and fifties. 
(Yes, Virgil, another piano ballet.) 
The variety of tempo and tone and the 
rhythmic clarity of these pieces-elo­
quently played by Michael Boriskin­
make them a perfect dance score. In the 
last etude to be played, "Tenor Lead," 
Thomson introduces the tune from 
which the ballet takes its title; first we 
hear it disguised, then played in full. 
Thus the ballet leads us through a 
range of mood into the noble melody 
itself, much as Stravinsky's "Le Baiser 
de la Fee" travels into its culminating 
Tchaikovsky song, "None but the 
Lonely Heart." 

Although "Drink to Me Only" will 
always be the definitive setting of Ben 
Jonson's moving lyrics "To Celia," 
we don't know who composed it. (The 
first published version dates from the 
early eighteenth century.) The words, 
with their glowing expression of love's 
ardor ( "Or leave a kiss but in the cup 
And I'll not look for wine"), led me to 
expect from Morris a love drama, a 
sequel to "New Love Song Waltzes;" 
and that's what the work's opening 
image-a woman borne across the 
stage by a man, held horizontally high 
above his head, and then slowly low­
ered into his arms-also suggests. But 
"Drink to Me Only" does not depict 
love or personal relationships, though 
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it has plenty of partnering and is al­
ways affectionate. It is a group epitha­
lamium; it is also the piece that no one 
choreographed for New York City 
Ballet's American Music Festival-a 
work sheerly about its music, about its 
dancers, and about ballet. 

It honors basic facts about its score. 
The piano is not only heard; it's also 
placed at the center of the Met stage­
the dancing occurs in front of it. The 
music is an array of keyboard exercises 
( one is called "For the Weaker Fin­

gers"), and Morris gives us 
dance etudes-ordered with 
a stylistic harmony, a 
structural coherence, and a 
delicacy of rhythm that place 
this ballet a world away 
from the monotonous bom­
bast of Harald Lander's fa­

mous classroom ballet "Etudes." And 
the thirteen musical numbers are so 
chosen and ordered that it's possible, 
and entertaining, to hear them as 
something they're not-variations on 
the original English song. At any rate, 
I'm led to sniff out accidental rhythmic 
and melodic connections between the 
pieces by the choreography, which 
shows us obvious dance motifs ( such as 
demiplie in fifth position; arms en cou­
ronne but with wrists crossed and hands 
gently loose; fourth position held, a la 
Cunningham; the arabesque taken on 
one knee and one hand), combinations 
of them, variations on them. Partner­
ing etudes, footwork etudes, male 
etudes, female etudes-the ballet's con­
cern with academic dance language is 
integral to it, and the classroom is 
never far away. In one sequence, three 
women perform repeated exercises of 
fast releves-passes and echappes; and 
one woman is a beat ahead of the 
others. Is that a mistake? They all 
pause for a split second, and start again; 
she's still that same beat ahead. The 
rapidity of the start-freeze-start timing 
is clever; the mood is simply very sweet. 

Morris handles the vocabulary of 
ballet with assurance, deliberately em­
ploying the accent used in Twyla 
Tharp's choreography for the same 
company. There's the odd touch of 
casual grace and unforced wit that we 
know as Tharpian; and in the first 
three performances of the ballet there 
was Baryshnikov, seen as both soloist 
and colleague, one of a team and 
primus inter pares, to help point out the 
connection. ( As in several Tharp 
works, there are clothes by Santo Lo-
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quasto-the latest of his elegant styl­
izations of dance practicewear-in 
creamy white, with high-waisted trou­
sers for the men, skirts over knee­
length tights for the women, and light, 
baggy long-sleeved jerseys for all.) 
"Drink to Me Only" honors Tharp's 
choreography; with those fourth posi­
tions, it also honors Cunningham's. 
Principally, it honors American Ballet 
Theatre and its unparalleled record in 
the eighties for commissioning work by 
appropriate modern-dance choreogra­
phers. And it is a piece that only Mor­
ris could have made; while it distin­
guishes male and female ballet steps 
( the women are on pointe; the men 
have double tours en l'air ), it cultivate~ 
the gray area in between. Men and 
women partner each other ( Car ld 
J onassaint is spun by Susan Jaffe in 
finger-turns). Both sexes leap hero­
ically; both do fast little echappes and 
emboite walks, and the men never seem 
effeminate. The effect isn't one of 
androgyny; it heightens the ballet's 
variety. 

"Drink to Me Only" is full of inci­
dentally felicitous strokes. For the rip­
pling music of "For the Weaker Fin­
gers," Morris makes dances where al­
most every step is en tournant: a gen­
tly whirling stream of dancers passing 
this way and that over the stage. 
Baryshnikov's matchless rhythm is dis­
played beautifully in the tango, "Paral­
lel Chords," which he dances first 
alone, then with Robert Hill, and fi­
nally in a trio with Julio Bocca: in the 
solo that begins this, the command 
with which repeatedly he comes out of 
multiple pirouettes into developpe a la 
seconde and back in again is a particu­
lar thrill. Bocca and Hill emerge with 
almost as much distinction ( they join 
him in the same step), and all the 
women show relaxation within finesse. 
"Drink to Me Only" is modest; it 
doesn't call attention to any of its stars 
or to its choreographer's mastery. Sev­
eral of the dancers I've named were 
replaced by others during this first run 
of performances, yet I found more to 
love in it at each viewing. It mak~s its 
dancers look good-blithe and honest 
and assured. Mark Morris goes in Sep­
tember to Brussels, where his own 
dance company will become resident at 
the Theatre Royal de la Monnaie for 
three years. I hope that "Drink to Me 
Only" stays in A.B.T.'s repertory for 
America to remember him by. 

-ALASTAIR MACAULAY 
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