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Dancers hanging around this weekend

By Denise Taylor, Globe Columnist, 4/1/2004

Like helpless flies before a spider's web, four dark figures jerk and twitch before an 18-foot-high net. Then, as if pulled forward by some magnetic force, they are suddenly everywhere within its weave -- climbing, swinging, scampering upside down, tangling and untangling their limbs from the rope. Gravity seems to play no role. They move through vertical space with the strength of gymnasts, the ease of acrobats, and the grace of the dancers that they are.

The two pieces in Bennett Dance Company's newest production, ''Air & Water," take the troupe from the roped heights of ''The Net" to the cool waters of ''Well," which is danced in and around a shiny copper pool. The group, which has a casual, troupe-in-residence-like status at Regis College, performs the work this weekend at Regis's Casey Theatre in Weston.

The troupe founder and choreographer, Christine Bennett, often roots her works in props. In this show, the massive net designed by Dutch artist Peter Smit and a 4-foot-square copper pond crafted by Boston artist Michael Dowling served as her muses.

''What interests me is looking at a visual art element and asking, 'What do I need to do to get closer to it, to physically marry it, or respond to it?' " says Bennett, who danced with Paula Josa-Jones's nationally renowned company before founding her own in 1996. ''If you stay and look at something long enough, suddenly whole new worlds can emerge."

Those ''worlds" lead Bennett to what she calls ''a new language of movement." In ''Well," the dancers hover above and float in the water-filled copper pool. They splash great arcs of water and move within reflected light. The dance is meant to ''explore the subtext and mythological ideas that surround water," says Bennett.

For ''The Net," Bennett and her dancers (DeAnna Pellecchia of Charlestown and Ingrid Schatz of Orange, both of whom dance with Josa-Jones, and Andrea Blesso of Billerica and Mary McCarthy of Foxborough) took a functional approach. They spent weeks training and exploring possible forms of movement. ''A lot of it was simply working with the rope as if it were an obstacle course," says Bennett, who lives in Somerville.

But the result is so much more than physical dazzle. First caught in the net, the dancers twist like prey until gradually their movements grow confident. They free themselves only to return and climb higher. They seem to triumph, even as they tangle more deeply into the ropes. The viewer is left both giddy and uneasy at the sight of this precarious and artful struggle that seems a metaphor for life.
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