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,, DANCE / Roger Downey

Morris.in
excelsis

The Wizard of Seattle’
takes the world dance

spotlight

- Uallegru, i Panseraso od Il modorsto

Theatre de 1a Monnale Brussels
November 22

AD . THERE BEEN NO PROTEST,
would have been a sur
not a rich country, an

: THAT

its French- and

Flemiah-spuxkiag HiBLA aic jcduub
enough of each other when it comes to
shanng out the funds the state devotes to cul-
ture. And here, in the national temple of art,

- was a production budgeted in the millions of
francs, created by an American unknown in
__Europe, performed by a virtually all-Ameri-
.. can company of 24. Half an hour before the
curtain rose on the premiere of Mark Morris’

! he has created so

larest work, asthe first furred and Hom-
bug’dmwwdmamvedmthcl’laade

‘la Mounaie, they were met by two doasn or 80

determined but soft-spoken young people,
offering to cach a red carnation and a hand-
bill calling upow the managermment of the Mon-
naie and the national cultural guthoritics to
“accord a real opportunity for the develop-
ment of a dance reflecting our national oul-
tural sensibilities.”

A visiting stranger can wish the young
protesters well of their cause without deing
inclined to bet on its success. Brussels is 0o
longer just the capital of Belghum, but the
home of NATO and the seat of the annually
more powerful parliament and administra-

tion of umited Europe. The director of the.

Monnaie, the intelligent and ambitious, Ge-
rard Mortier, intends his bouse to be an inter-
national force in' music, opers, and dance.
And that is why an Amercan dance troupe
that a year ago was living hand-to-mouth in
Seattle and New York fingds itself today a cer-
tified Belgian national treasure, with all that
that entails.

Among the thimgs it entails are: the services
of a full orchestra and resident professional
chorus; an enormous studio building’ com-
prising a spacious suite of oifices, five large
rehearsal rooms, a costume shop, vast stor-
age bays, a garage, and an in-house commis-
sary; a publications départment capable of
producing a 60-page bound souvenir pro-
gram printed in three lamguages with 14
four-color illustrations (among them four re-
productions from William Biake’s hand-
printed, hand-colored Milton, couriesy of the
Pierpont Morgan Library), and a full-time
administrative and technical staff of 14, not
to mention the support of the I,100-seat
Moenaie itself, with a staff of 400 or so.

A lot of similarly “‘established” artists
around Europe labor mightily to maintain
their artistic bona fides by producing vehe-

mently antiestablishment work. Had Morns

wished to identify himself with them, he
could have openadl his company’s tenure here
with his Myrthkologies, a three-part shocker
based on philasopher Roland Barthes’ essays
on such phenomena as soap commercials, tel-
evision wresdmg and the art of striptease. In-
stead, given the angst- and aggression-ridden
tone of most contemporary European dance,
far nislder: an
hour-and-45-minute plotless celebration of
civility, tranquiliry, and joy.

George Frederick Bandel’s 1740 setting of
John Milton's paired “pastesal 24t Lk
legro and 1! penseroso is one of the German
composer’s most ebullient works, an expan-
give sequence of tone-pictures of dawn and
birdsong, peasant memiment and moonlit
solitudes that seems almost designed to ac-
company & suite of contrasting dances.

Morstis makes plenty of use of this aspect

- of the score: a male soloist (Donald Mouton

and Jon Mcnsinger alternaie the role)
emerges from a swizl of swallows ““10 come in
spite of sorrow/and ar my window big good
morrow’"; two girls flee through a mobile
forest from oounted riders, snulfling dogs,

and hyperactive huntsman Xeith Sabado);
three graces and pine-muses wip “in 2 Any/
and round about Jove's altar sing.”

But for the most part Morris draws upon
MsBion’s imagery indirectly. The poct’s
‘“‘wand'ring moon,” his dow-swinging, sul-
ien-roaring ocean, even the youths and maids
dancipg in the chequer’d shade are represent-
ed by groupings and sequences of gesture that
transcend iustration.,

In his opening night review in Bruseels® Le
Soir, Charles Philippon captured perfectly
the “‘corporeal sculptures comparable 10 Bot-
ticelli's paintings of mythelogical subjects:
pastoral scenes from some Bouchber, or
agatn, the movement and nafwral grace of
Fragonard; a hunting scene stamped upon a
Gobelip tapestry, evocation of basses-donses
of the middle ages; Renaissance court ballet,
stylizations of village rounds and popular
dances.”

But no guantity of such references, howev-

.er beautifully conceived ard executed, could

hold an audjence’s interest for close on two
hours. Morris, like Milton and Handel before
him, sustains his polychrome surfaces upon
an almost subliminal unity of texture that be-
comes legible only upon close examjnation.
On a second viewing I was just beginning to
identify the tissue of gestural themes of which

“the whole is composed, and ¥ would need sev-

eral more visits to be confident I understood
the way in which they are wreathed together
in the constant flow of the dance.

As always, it is this grand mromentum com-
bined with effortless mastery of space which
places Morris among the very finest choreog-
raphers living and dead—and, of course, his
musical sensirivity, which often conveys the
feeling that he has found his way into the very
mind and soul of the composer. At no point
during 1 ‘allegro does one for a moment lose
contact with Handel or Milton. Somehow the
choreography remains transparent to the mu-
sic while asserting its own ideuu'ty. Adrianne
Lobel's lavely, chaste geometric designs, like
Barnet Newman colored by Rothko, and
James Ingalls’ lambent lighting— sdver, pew-
ter, gold—enhance the atmosphere of the
picce, as do Monnaie costummer Chnistine van
Loon’s understatedly elegant costumes. But
these dances could be preseowed on @ bare
stage in rehearsal clothes or no clothes at all
without Josing an iota of their genial force.

Despite the immense expenditure and ef-
fort involved, Morris’ L'alegro, like Mil-
ton’s and Handel’s, makes the effect of utter
sauplivity, ul swcll~cvidouwe. Like Lhe pasiuial
genre itself, whose conventions are 2 good
2,000 years old, it invites us, through the
most sophistcated means, to celebrate our
¢common humanity.

The United States will not see L ‘alegro un-
til the fall of 1990 at the carliest; unless ex-
traordipary sources of funding shoukd devel-
op, it won’t be seen theve at all, This is regret-
table. But had Morris and his company
remained in the United States, it would-sever
bave come into existence in the first place,
and that would have been more regretable
still. w N



