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Lifting off

In two local productions, dance takes a new step

By Christine Temin, Globe Staff

BROOKLINE -- "I know it's modern dance, so you guys don't need rosin, right?" the stage manager asks the four choreographers assembled for a rehearsal at the Brookline Community Center for the Arts a few days ago.

It is thoroughly modern dance indeed. The four have been commissioned to present premieres of their work at the Tsai Performance Center Saturday and next Sunday. The "Dance Straight Up!" program is the second in what CRASHarts intends to make an annual series, and the organization chose these Boston-area dance makers as good bets to come up with the unexpected.

Rosin is what ballet dancers rub on their shoes to keep from slipping. Janet Howes, the stage manager on loan from her regular job at Boston Ballet, asks the question just as Christine Bennett and DeAnna Pellecchia are pouring water on the floor and on themselves -- so they can slip as much as possible. Malinda Allen says that she too needs a big bucket of water in the wings, to hold flowers -- not congratulatory bouquets, but flowers that her dancers will throw onstage.

The stage will be lucky if it survives the fierce stamping of Ahmet Luleci and the 17 other dancers from his company, who will pound their heeled shoes into the floor with all their might.

The stage won't take a beating in Lorraine Chapman's work, but Don Quixote will. Chapman's piece is based on imagery drawn from the Cervantes novel and its delusional hero.

The reference to "Don Quixote" is about as close to classical ballet as these four artists get. That's why they need the support of CRASHarts, which is giving them this much-needed performance opportunity and some welcome cash. The $3,000 commission -- and the services of a professional stage manager and crew the choreographer doesn't have to hire -- means a lot in a city where there's almost no official support for the arts, and where modern dance ranks near the bottom of the art hierarchy.

The rehearsal in Brookline was called so that CRASHarts producer Maure Aronson could have a first look at the program to figure out the order of the works and make sure no overeager choreographer is exceeding the 20-minute limit.

Mop-up time after Bennett's work has to be factored in. "I don't like intermissions," says Aronson (also known as the executive director of World Music, the parent organization for CRASHarts). "But there's obviously a housekeeping issue here."
In rehearsal, at least, Bennett went first: Pneumonia seemed the alternative, given that she and Pellecchia were standing around, soaking wet, in two-piece bathing suits. Why the water? "When I had a baby in August of 2002 my water broke at home and I really had the chance to feel my son's environment to that point in life," Bennett says about the impetus for her new work, which she calls "Surfacing."

In the piece, the two women slide while standing, sitting, and even flipping over. The dancers' expressions are intense, their repetitions almost obsessive.

Speaking of glee: Aronson can't stop laughing at the video Dillon Paul has made to accompany Chapman's piece. At the Tsai the video will provide the entire backdrop, but even on the battered little TV in the Brookline studio it's a hoot. The "Don Quixote" imagery includes the hindquarters of a donkey.
"Did you hire a donkey?" asks Aronson, ever conscious of the bottom line.

"No, I found a donkey," Chapman replies. Impecunious choreographers are resourceful. Other volunteers in the video include Chapman's three nephews, who rough up the hapless Don. ("They get paid in love," she says.)

"Authentic Histories" is the piece's deceptive name. The video includes a merry-go-round the Man of La Mancha rides; the live show features performers snoring, bickering, and wielding long sticks that act as windmill blades.

Before Allen's run-through begins, she shows off costume sketches for the piece. "I wear this one," she says, pointing to the most glamorous of the lot, "because it's my dance."

The dance, "This Will Not Be Quick," is about growing up. Allen has both choreographed the work and written a loss-of-innocence narrative for it, which she reads as the work -- strong on symmetrical, sculptural shapes -- proceeds.

"Ladies first" was the strategy of the rehearsal, which left Luleci's piece for last. That three of the four "Dance Straight Up!" choreographers are women, as are the majority of the performers, reflects the reality of the modern dance scene. When you get below the level of Mark Morris or Bill T. Jones, it's still a matriarchy, as it has been since the days of Isadora Duncan. The works by the three women in "Dance Straight Up!" also reflect current modern dance styles, chiefly the extreme athleticism: They've taken the CRASHarts sponsorship so literally that you marvel they're not covered with bruises from hurling themselves on the floor.

Luleci is the exception here, not only because he's a man, but also because he's in no sense a descendant of Isadora or the other mothers of modern dance. Growing up in Ankara, Turkey, he lived next door to a famous male dancer. From the age of 5, Luleci performed with his neighbor at weddings. At his elementary school, dance was a team sport. He continued dancing through his years at university and moved to the US in 1985 to pursue a career that would make Americans more aware of his heritage.

As director of the Boston-based company Collage he travels the world, an ambassador for both his native country and his adopted one.

His work for "Dance Straight Up!" is called "balkanBLUES." It was inspired by two near tragedies. A dancer friend in Canada suffered an accident so severe that doctors predicted she would never walk again. She now not only walks but performs. The second incident was closer to home: Luleci's son, then 2 1/2 years old, suffered a sudden asthma attack that put him in a hospital emergency ward. He too recovered.

The work begins with a funeral procession; eventually, the corpse comes back to life to dance passionately -- and for her own pleasure.

She reflects Luleci's attitude. He wants, he says, to be "a gypsy who just dances for himself without thinking about ticket sales and lighting problems."

Thanks to "Dance Straight Up!," this weekend he has the chance.
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Christine Bennett has created a watery dance for herself (top) and DeAnna Pellecchia (bottom).








