
The spring Rochester Contemporary Dance Collective dance concert was presented February 5, 2010 in Spurrier Dance Studio on the University of Rochester campus. The concert featured nine pieces by ten choreographers, and was performed for a standing room only audience. The space provided a bare-bones performance area, where rolling mirrors became “wings,” and minimal but atmospheric lighting created a new look for each piece. I have given my impression of each piece below; I welcome further dialogue with the choreographers if any are interested in continued conversation.

The concert opened with Switching Yard by James Hansen for five women. Beginning in silence, we see the dancers costumed in maroon or white tops layered over gray short skirt/wraps and black leggings. One dancer walks away from the group, creases at the hips into a ski-jump type crouch, hands on her thighs. She rolls to the floor, returns to standing and repeats this action as we hear the sound of a far-off train whistle. Throughout the piece dancers return to this mysterious gesture, hands clutching the front surface of their thighs, as their knees give way and they sink to the floor. Other movement motifs include a vertical stance with a high diagonal outstretched arm and leggy, release-technique partnering with catches, inversions, and falls; often this swirling, multi-level movement is juxtaposed against stillness as one or more dancers stands gazing impersonally into the distance. The piece is cryptic and atmospheric; we’re never sure what unites or divides these dancers, why they sometimes cluster together, sometimes form duets, sometimes stand alone…I was intrigued by the contrast between the trust and vulnerability implied by dancers launching themselves up into the air backward, suspended momentarily by the group, and the overwhelming sense of aloneness as the dancers gazed stoically away.  I questioned one moment when the five were grouped upstage left in a double corridor formation, as it was the first moment I became aware of spatial design as an important element. Why this configuration? Why did they all stop, hands upraised? What was the significance of this moment, this gesture? There were beautiful, liquid movement sequences with the dancers rolling, pivoting, diving into upside down one-legged inversions—the dancers’ technical facility and their cohesion as an ensemble was quite strong. I thought that the interweaving of the sound score and the Gotan Project music created a lovely textural layering that added to the complexity and lyricism of the dance.


Midge, choreographed and performed by Laurie MacFarlane took us to a completely different landscape. We hear the sound of a bell tinkling—is this a far away telephone, a child’s bicycle bell, a sound from outside? MacFarlane is dressed in purple tights, a flowered skirt, a striped top and a paisley cape—she could be a slightly dotty bag lady, someone’s sweet but flighty aunt, or a child playing dress up. Her movement is exploratory and gentle: rubbing her hands across her arms as if to awaken them, shaking out her limbs, indulging in hip circles that trace hoola-hoop arcs in space, the movement seems internally motivated, with a child like delight in possibilities. The solo appears to be a stream-of-consciousness performance of varying movement isolations: ankles flex and extend, arms trace circles in the air, impulses travel through her body in waves of pawing, skipping and fidgeting, marked occasionally by short, off-stage bursts of bell tinkling. I could not discern any cause and effect relationship between her changes in movement dynamics, facing, or stage space and the sounds of the bell—it seemed completely random. I began to imagine an internal dialogue as the character’s narrative, but absent any direct guidance I began to lose interest. A gesture towards the end of the piece, where MacFarlane dejectedly hit the back of one hand into the cupped palm of the other, seemed to express futility and defeat—what has happened to the childlike innocence of Midge? Has she changed? Did I misinterpret her earlier attitude and activity?


Anne Harris Wilcox’s piece Oil on Canvas presented a visual palette of color. The dancers’ tunics of burnt orange, purple, turquoise or lime green established them as separate but complementary entities. From a static tableaux facing upstage, the dance is set in motion by the dancer in lime green (Michelle Iklé) turning to face front, looking pensive. She returns to the group, repeats her opening to a new direction, and then the orange and turquoise clad dancers pull away from the group and all move through the space in individual trajectories. I particularly enjoyed the fluctuations in time present in the movement phrases; the contrasts in timing and rhythm of the movement dynamics and the interplay with the live guitar performance added a musical richness. The movement vocabulary was quite distinct with three ideas most prevalent: core to distal unfolding of limbs; angular shapes that traveled either forward and back or frieze-like across the stage, and positions and expressions that warped or transfigured inwards or downwards. When the movement was abstract and shape oriented I was reminded of an Alexander Calder mobile; when dancers pulled the skin of their faces into distorted masks I had the impression of an Eduard Munch painting, yet because the action was so unemotional in tone I wasn’t sure what it signified. In my notes I questioned the pathways of the running and stopping section, but in retrospect I don’t know what I was questioning. Did each dancer have her own pathway, and was it meant to convey a particular meaning? I noticed that the moments of grouping together usually faced upstage, and wondered why, and whether there was significance in the return to the original tableaux at the end, now offset to stage right…


Being Me Being You was performed and collaboratively choreographed by Liz Cramer and Janet Werther. The two have a lovely flow together—it’s as if they travel the same movement wave current, and can effortlessly pick up one another’s motor impulses as easily as putting on a favorite sweater. Both perform the release-technique, Contact Improvisation style movement vocabulary with assurance: partnered inversion lifts, koala bear catches, knee sink drops are fluid and beautifully weighted, but I found myself asking questions about their relationship, their choice of movement motifs, and why they were together or apart. Perhaps if I had seen the title before the dance I would have been pointed in a particular meaning-making direction, but the lights out between pieces made program reading impossible, so I was on my own with the dance. A repeated gesture involving an outstretched hand tracing small circles in the air as if stirring something seemed meaningful, especially at the end where one dancer manipulated the other’s arm/hand to reprise this action, but I struggled to make sense of it. I wanted to see more complexity in the movement to music relationship: most dynamic and/or tempo changes went hand in hand with similar shifts in the score, so much so that I felt the music dictated the dance. The choice of costumes also bothered me: the blue jeans and tank top did not work next to a striped tunic and leggings; while both were “casual,” they were neither different enough to suggest individual characters, or similar enough to unify both.


Inside: Looking Out choreographed by Christine Fendley immediately established a visual coherence in costuming, with the six dancers in color-related pairings. The piece begins simply, a walking pattern is punctuated by one dancer plucking an invisible something from the air; two others dance together, others begin individual patterns. A soloist in yellow introduces an accumulation section where dancers enter and perform ostinato phrases: short patterns that repeat, sometimes in different facings, sometimes in canon. Three pairs repeat movement phrases from before, a duet of dancers in yellow chainee on, arms shaped in umbrella-like overcurves. Rhythmically it’s very even; the movement vocabulary is generic. While clearly organized and well crafted, I found the movement choices uninteresting and the phrasing and transitions predictable. The original body part isolation gestures (hand to foot, shoulder touch, reach and pluck) return, but I don’t feel I have any new perspective on them. The dancers stop in tendu back, looking over their shoulders at each other as the lights fade. What has their journey been? What are they looking out at? Are they in the same inside place as when they started?

Donna Davenport and Mark Olivieri team up in Tandem. This delightful piece has laugh-out-loud moments, dancer/musician in jokes, and a tongue-in-check attitude that’s infectious. At the top of the piece Davenport and Olivieri take their places—she at the barre, feet in first position, he at the piano. On the first chord both slough their sunglasses; following a rippling scale (Olivieri) and tendus and plies (Davenport) the gloves (literally) come off—Olivieri chucks one glove at Davenport, who retaliates by tossing a shoe. The playful banter continues, but it isn’t just superficial gloss—underneath Olivieri’s marvelous improvisations and Davenport’s impeccable timing there’s a piece of substance here: compositional clarity in structure, movement invention, and terrific performances. I had several favorite moments: Davenport’s fourth position releve twisting on Olivieri’s gloves, the unexpected musical chairs walk around the piano, and Olivieri’s prone position at the end, one hand gallantly twinkling the keys. Musically, I heard (or thought I heard) echoes of Keith Jarrett, Boogie-Woogie jazz, classic Ferrante and Teicher and Duke Ellington: the variety of styles and approaches was great fun. Davenport’s movement also portrays stylistic shifts, but the presence of the ballet barre tends to make everything that happens a commentary on ballet. I began wondering if a similar stylistic range was possible for Davenport to explore, or whether that was an unnecessary parallel. A question for both is whether there’s a line between broad humor and pure campiness—when is a gesture (musical or movement-based) a melodramatic caricature? Is it possible to ham it up too much, and where is the border line?

Sun Will Rise, choreographed by Rebecca Rabideau, featured six women and a contemporary cello score by Zoe Keating. The movement vocabulary drew heavily from ballet, with fifth position pliés, traditional port du bras, and familiar leg positions of passé, attitude devant, and tendu arabesque. Rabideau explored changing levels throughout the piece and presented us with recognizable motifs: a light and quick pulsing of one hand at waist level in the air, sweeping turns, attitude hopping patterns, and a frequently used tendu back to kneel sequence. A few of the choices caused the technically weaker dancers to wobble; only Sarah Gullo maintained a calm balance during fifth position plié/développé/port du bras pattern. If the choreographer’s intention was to present abstract movement as a form of music visualization, I would suggest she examine the deeper structure of the music and how intricately the rhythm, harmony, and melody interact to form the heart of the composition. If there was a thematic inspiration, I would encourage her to develop movement vocabulary and use of space that supports that imagery.


Kista Tucker presented Excerpts from “Randolph County” which the program states is from the KTd, Inc. David-Lynch-Project. The excerpts included three sections with subtitles: Section I: 1605 E Summer Street (Remembering Chester); Section II Anvilean Wears Yellow; and Section III: Down River Road. As the lights come up, we see several people on stage, all dressed in black. Moments later there are only three women on stage, one of whom starts laughing. The others ignore her and continue dancing—my eyes were drawn to one who hovers in arabesque and then descends slowly to the floor—another woman starts laughing and the lovely one crawls off, followed by another. More laughing. It’s unsettling, humorless, and disembodied. A mob of people enter and cluster together facing upstage. Vocal music offers the phrase “sister of mine,” and a prone solo figure flexes her hands and feet and begins to sit up slowly. Inexplicably, this is riveting: Tucker’s attention and intention are so strong; her hands remain upraised at an awkward angle and she manages to shift into a half-kneel to standing. Her focus is down, her body twisted; there’s no celebration in this accomplishment. With hand to hamstring she crawls forward painfully, the faceless mob upstage of her is immobile. Tucker extends her leg and arms to a horizontal cantilevered position. Parallel bourres, wide-armed V’s, over-curve cross-legged balances, and urgent runs across the stage evoke disturbing images of endured pain. A quartet traverses the diagonal: hand clasp, roll, reach; two women reprise the solo pattern from the first section, and a solo woman repeats movement from Tucker’s Section II solo. Bits and pieces from what we’ve seen before are repeated by different groupings: over curve arms are flung back behind the body in a driven run, there’s a hand to heart bump and grind, and a vaguely Graham-esque dramatic attitude/contract pattern. By the end, three women crawl offstage while two men stand upstage right, the men’s casual stance and attitude a strange juxtaposition against the fervent actions of the women.


I am not familiar with David Lynch’s work and therefore can’t comment on points of overlap between Tucker’s piece and Lynch’s work, but even without that basis I found Excerpts from “Randolph County” interesting to watch. I found Tucker’s use of space (especially with the community members’ group), her juxtapositions of contrasting attitude, and varied movement vocabulary effective in creating a work of resonant images.


When It Moves, It Moves All By Itself was choreographer Cora Kannel’s contribution to the concert. Four women in brown tunics with black waistbands and black pants start in a lunge position, undulate through their spines, turn, and arc through space into a Doris Humphrey-like fall. Their spatial patterns reminded me of images produced by a kaleidoscope: constant shifting, opening and closing from the center outwards. Unfortunately, I didn’t find the movement very satisfying; gestures such as wrapping one arm around the waist while fanning the other arm open and closed appear frequently in our student dance concerts, and many of the other arm gestures also felt trite.  Given the title I would think the choreographer would explore propulsion and various impulses to move, but I saw mainly tidy spatial configurations and familiar modern dance classroom phrases. The ending, with all four facing front was disappointing—even the dancers seemed unsure of why they were stopping, and I wondered if there was a sound glitch. While many considerations are present in creating a program order I thought the placement of this piece at the end of the concert further worked against appreciating the piece itself and weakened the overall impression of the concert.

Especially as a reviewer I found it quite difficult to watch five pieces in a row without being able to read the program. I understand that the dance studio isn’t set up for “house lights,” but it should be possible to rig a few down lights that could be on a separate dimmer and offer low-level illumination between pieces. While it isn’t essential to know title/music/dancer information before a dance, house lights would provide a useful transition from piece to piece. I also noted the omission of lighting design and technical production crew information in the program—even if s/he/they is/are publicity averse, it would be nice to acknowledge  his/her/their contribution. Finally, I would remind the choreographers that my comments reflect my personal perspective, and are based on a single viewing of ninety minutes of dance. I appreciate the work that the Rochester Contemporary Dance Collective does, and hope that my comments are useful in your continued artistic explorations.

Respectfully submitted,

Cynthia Williams   
            
