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1. DANCE I Roger Downey 
�e.,,• -----,---:::,_-�..;.::.. __ _ 

Morris in 
excelsis 

The W°ll.llrd of Seattle, 
• takes the world dance 

spotlight 
- C� H � IMS II mod•rato 

Tneatte de 1a l\llonniiire. Brussels 
Novembt;I� 22 

H 

AD. TBER,E PQ,I NO ncrmsr, THAI 
would have beeII a surprise. Belgiwn is 
not a rich country, and its French- and • Flemi.sll-s�ti �.1., �'" j�u� 
enough of each other when it comes to 

sharing out the funds the state devotes to cul­
ture. And here, in the national temple of art, 

• was a production bud�etcd in the millions of 
fnmcs, � by an American unknown in 
EUJ'OS)e. � ormed by a virtually all·Ameri­

;: • c;m contpany of 24. Half an hour before the 
wrtain ,ose on the premiere of Mark Morru' 

Reply Request: ■ � ■ No 

� work, • tbe &It fumd -and }km. 
burg'd �vited � arrived in the Piac.t d,e 
·La.M1;;>Iuutie, tbcy were met by two do'l.c:n or so 
dttennined but JOft-S]l()� )'QIU)g people. 
offering to each l red carnation and a baud· 
bill calling upon the rnana,amacnt ◊f the Mou· 
naie and the .ualional � autboritie.s to 
"a¢COrd. ll � opportwmy for w develop­
ment or a d;iue,e reflectm& (JUI national cul· 
turalsensib�-" 

A visitin,g wanger can w.im the young 
protesters wdl of dicir cause without b,ein,g 
inclined to bet 01) .its success. Brussels is llO 
lonier just the capital of &Jsium, b� the 
home of NATO and the seat of the annually 
more powerful parliament aDd administra­
tion of united Euro� � �or of the" 
Monnaic, the intelligent $id ambitious, Oe" 
rard Mortier, intends hi$ houseto be aD.intet­
natioP.al force in· in� opera. and dance. 
And that is why an Americlm· dance troupe 
that a year ago was living baDd,tc>,,rnouth in 
Seattle and� York (ind$� today a cer­
tified BeJ.iian national treasure,, with an that 
that entails; 

Amons the things it entails are: the setviccs 
of a full orchestra and resident professional 
chorus; an t1J.OnJ1ous st:udiq building· i;:on.­
prisins a �pacious suite of offices, five large 
rehearsal room$, a costume �p. vast �tor­
age bays, a garage, and an in-house oommis• 
sary; a p1,1bl.iawo:ns depanm1mt capable of 
producing a 60-page bound souvenir pro,. 
gram printed in three languag� with 14 

. four-color illusttadomr(among them four re-
: productions- from William Blake's hand­

printed, hand-colored Mi/too, courtesy of the. 
Pierpont Morgan Library), and a full-tune 
administrative and technlcal staff of 14, not 
to mention � supPQrt of the !,100-scat 
Mo!lllaie itself, with a staff of 400 or so.. 

A lot of similatly "e;stablished" artists 
around Eur®e labor mightily to maintain 
their artistic bona fides by produdng vehe-

1 mently anti-mablishment wod. Had Morris . 
wished to identify bimsdf with them, he 
could have opmed his company's tenure here 
with bi$ Myth()Jogies, a thrt:e-part shocker 

. based on philosopher Roland Banhes' essays 
1 on such ph�a as soap commercials, tel� 

C'Vision wrcstlmg, and the an of striptease. In• 
.stead, given the ailgSt• and aggres,sion,ridden 
tone of most contemporary Euri;,pean dan�, 
he has a:eated somedring far riskier: an 
hour-and-45-minute pk>tless celebration of 
civility, tranquiliry, and joy. 

George Fredoick Handel's 1740 sttting of 
John Uilton'!l pw,i:d ur,utM.!J w.:,.,,11 L �J. 
legro and IJ penseroso is one of the 0ennan 
composer's most ebullient works, an expan-

, sive sequence of tone-pictures of dawn and 
\ bird.wng, peasant mmiment and moonlit 
\ 

solitude!! that seems almll'lt designed to ac• 
COl1lp(llly � suite of con� dances. 

Morris makes plenty or� <>f this aspect 
• ot the score: a male so� (Donald Mouton 
and J<>n Mcnsil;iger al1enWc the role) 
emct'le$ from a swirl of r,.,alk,ws "to come iD 
-spite of $0l'Tow/and ar my window � 800d 
morrow"; two girls nee through • mobile 
forest from� ridets, snufflina dc)gs, 

m;,d � IIJDSIPWI � Seado): 
three � and nine muses trip '4m a ring/ 
and round about Jpve•s altar sing... 

But for the .most part Morris draws upon 
Milton's ima&eni indirectly. The poet's 
"wand'rin& moon," his slow-$Win,ging, �­
Jen-roaring ooean, even t1ie youths and maids 
dancing in the chequer'd shade are :reprC!$Cllt• 
ed by groupm.gs and sequcna:s of gesture that 
trall$Cend illustration. 

In his opening ni8ht review in Brussels' Lt 

Soir, Charles Philippon captured perfoct!y 
the "corporeal sculptures comparable to 8ot­
�•s �&i Qf myth�Jogiiwll.subjCi.U; 
pastoral � from some, Boucher, or, 
again, the Ul()veincnt aiid natural grace of 
Frasonard; a hunting � stamped upon a 
Gobelin tapestry, evocation of basses-danses 
of the middle agc::s; R�ce court ballet, 
stylizations of village rounds and popular 
dances." 

But no quantity of sm;h n,ferences, bowevM 
.er beautifully conceived and executed, could 
hold an audience"s interest for close on two 
homs. Morris, like Milton and Handel before 
him, sustains his, polychrome surf� upon 
an alm0$t subliminal unity oftextute that be­
comes legible only upQn close examination. 
On a second viewing I was just beginning to 
identify the tissue of gestural themes of which 

• the whole is compo�. and l would need sev­
eral more visits to be confident l understood 
the way In which they a,e wreathed together 
in the constant flow of the d<VtCe. 

As always, it is this grand m'Omentum com� 
bined wich effortless mastery 9f space which 
places Morris among the very fmest choreog• 
raphers living and dead-and, of course, his 
musical sensitivity, which often conveys the 
feeling that he has found his way into the very 
mind and soul of the comp6ser. At no point 
durin,g L 'allegro � one for a moment lose 
contact with Handel or Milton. Somehow the 
choreography remains transparent to the mu­
sic while asserting its owq identity. Adrianne 
Lobel's lovely, chaste �metric designs, like 
Barnet Newman colored by Rothko, and 
James lllgalls' hunbent lighting-silvet, pew­
ter, gold...-.enhance the atmosphere of •the 
pie(e, as do Monnaie costumer Christine van 
Loon's understatedly elegant costumes. But 
these dances could. be presented on a bare 
stage in rehearsal clothes or no clothes a.t all 
without k>sing an iota oftbcir genial force. 

Despite the immense ,expenditl,lre and ef­
fort involved, Morris' L 'allegro, like .'Mil· 
ton's and Handel's, makes the effect of uner 
...;..,yl,;...;t,., uf ,,.J.f-.,vAkur,,;,;;. Lil,; Ll&e ,1,1<1o>Lv1.J 
genre itself, whose conventions are a good 
2,00) years ol,d, it invites us, throuah the 
mosi sophisticated means, to celebrate our 
common humanity. 

The United Sbltes will no( see l 'Q/Jegro un• 
til the fall of 1990 at the car�; unless cx­
traordu,,acy sources of funding should devel­
op, it won't be seen there at all. Thi$ is :regr�­
table. But had Morris: and his company 
remained in the United States, it wewa-never 
have come imQ � in the first pbc:e, 
�d that would bavc been inore �le, 
ltill.■ ' 


