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Mark Morris in Brussels
by Dale Harris

Survivora from the Balanchine ers, take heart: The art of ohgreography is
not dead, it has merely moved across the Atlantic. Not that the Buropeans have
unexpectedly produced a dance-maker of conasmquence, simply that Mark Morris,
the most talented American choreographer under 36--and thus. by definitior,
the most talented choreographer of his generation anywhere--has transferred
his hase of operations from Seattle Lo Brussels, where %e has been in charge
of vGanre at the Theatre de ia Monnale since 1388.

With his recently staged world premieres. Wonderland' ™ and “Love Song
Waltzes,'' Mr. Morris has confirmed the artistic success of his first season
No doubt. Gerard Mortier, director of the Munnale {(and designate-director of
the Salzburg Festival} knew eiactly wha® worders Mr. Morris was ilkely to
produce when, after seeing the latter's company perform in Stutigart in 1987,
i asked the thoureogiaphe:r to move to Brussels. Still, the director's courage
should not be underestimsted No: oniy did he appoint an American Lo an
important position at what is Belgium's national opera house., he appointed
someone with aesthetic views radically different from those of the Monnaie's
Former resident choreographer. the much-beloved Maurice Bejart

Duritig his nearly three decades in Brussels (1960-87). Mr. Bejart won a
devoted following, espe.i@lly for large stale extravaganzus like = Mass for
the Present Time'' and "“Chovreographic Offering.' ™ Though without assthetic
merit, these were tecwvived as serious works of art, no doubt becanse they
sought to glve expresaicy 1o unarguabiy nobie seutiments., like the beauty of
peace or the brotherhvod of man Purveyors of Euriigchlock, like Mr Hejart
show tup awareness that, in dance, tlie meaning is eltner impiicit in the
movement or is 8imply nun exlstent

The importance of Mr. Mortis for the Bruxellois {s that Hlw wulject s
movement* not ideas. As "~ “Wouderlaund' affirms, dance expresseg not a literary
correlative but a series of swifilly changlng, uitllmateiy untathemabie
revelations. What gives these revelations coherence is the muslc, which beth

establishes atructure and sustains mood, in "““Wonderland,' the choreogrmpher
hag made use of two works by Arnoiill schoenberg. Five Pleces for urchestra,
Opus 18 and the ominous " “Acrompaniment for a Film Scene, Oyus 34 Mi:iroring

in the form of his baliet the constantly fluctuating celors and textures if
these acores, Mr, Moriis has created a sequence of brief scenes (some of them
disorientingly enough, danced in 2ilence), in whicl str=nge cvents are
preasented for thelr own sake, without causality, consequence or explanation.
Though “Wonderland ' ras the manner of a narrative ballet, it eschews

any kind of sequential narrative nanlent A guccession of dlscrete vigneltes,
each of which is suddenly plucked from the surrounding darknesg Ly the hirsh
giare of a spotlight the piece features tive people: Mikhail Baryshnikov, Rob
Besserer, Ruth Davidson, Clivia Maridjan-Koop and Keith Sabado =all of them
dressed like figures in u 19408 uaderwor.d movie. Conaclously evoking the
cryptic atmosphere of a Raymond Chandler like murder story. ~“Wonderland
offers no ciues about the meaning of the mysterious incldents in which the
hut >¥ charmctera is inveolved. Fascinated but uncomprehending, we watch as
one eplsode gives way to another TInevitably we come to conclusions Por which
fhure 18 lusufficient evideace. Nothing is certain, not even the corpse
abrup¢ly discloasd renter-stug since in the tollowing scene the apparently
dead figure is reanimated Moreover, the same incldent 18 swometimes repesated
from a difterent point of view as 1f to make us doubt the deduction we have
Just made.
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What 1s clear, auunve ali. '!s the prevalence at dread, nostility,
violence Sometimes the characters tremble with apprehension One of them
looke nervously at his watch. Another picks up a piece of evidence from beside
the ocorpse and hides it in hia pocket. Huge Rob Besserer menaces tiny,
crew-cut Mikhai} Baryshnikiv they grapple in slow motion; the iittle men
keeps collapsing upon the larger one each time rising to his feet to continue
the combat. Rob Besserer chases one of the girls behind the translucent
barkcloth He drags her onto the stagn, then falls to the ground while she
unfolds her limbs over him. Mikhail Baryshnikov is manhandled by two men Rob
Besserer writhes pn the flonr 0)ivia Macldjan-Koop cowers in terror. In this
world of undefined fears and arbitrary brutality the onlv thing af which we
cail be zertain is the need fur vig!lance anil self-relianl

As a parable aof lovelessness, ~“Wonderland'' {s haunting, especially
since 1t 18 programmed Uuiween two works whose subject 1s the tulfiliment and
varlety «f love: "“New T ivi Tsjig Wallz=n and Love Soang Waltzes Like
more than one Morris ballet these are performed to vocal music the same
Brahms song cycles as it happeus, used by Balauchine for hils veiebrated
“*Liebeslledar Walzer ' M» Marris's appropriation of a score amséoiatea with
another choreographer implies no challenge only the possibility of alternate
readings Balanchlirne pilis his bha ferinas first jnto glippers., thien into pointe
shoes, while Mark Morris leaves his cast barefoot. In the former s version,
aut {0 = belirgom daure 13 s metaphor hoth fur sopial discourse and for the
poatic dream that sustains our outward existence [n the iatter's. dance is
the 1diom of |rrepreemitle feeling the lajguage of an emction thal energlizes
the whole of !ife Whereas Balanchine's work {8 organlzed In terms of the pas
de deux and Mr Morris’'s in terms of the group the former i® so-iil in
nrientation, the latter personal,

Theire are differerires batween New Love Waltzes'' wnd ~“Love Waltue
the first glves expression to an all-embracing amorous gusto, the second to a
more thouglitful view af passinn Roth are walid, both predent leve, nol aa an
image of sexual union, but as the paradigm of an abundant generosity of spirit
thal! Includis eeux, cempanlolship respect, couitesy. The more cne sees of Lhas
ynrung choreographer’'s wurk the more apparant it 's thar his ss.ent al subject
is the infinite resources of human feeling as these are made manifest in the
darier's body Apmart from Merc= Cunuiigham, nuo otner chureograplier tuday 1is
creating wark of such heauty and signifilcance In June, his compaly appears at
Rrooklyn Academy of Musei~ in Tuly »+ Jacch's Pfllow. He deserves tu be seern
more widely in the land «l hig bipth
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