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WITH PROVOCATIVE MOVES, BATTLE ENGAGES

By Karen Campbell

Robert Battle's dences are as confoundng as they are
riveting. The choreographer seems o dalight in defying
expectations. & woman in a red ball gown sucks her
thumb. Drancers n genteel gart devolée inlo scrabbling
animats. Contextually, his works are nof just puzzling,
but provocalive, using gesture to agitate and shock -
hands claw at the face, mauths gape in mimed screams.

Battle's dances rarely
involve steps that actually
mive 10 1he music. Oftan
he deliperately works
against the mood and
moilse of e score, and
he seams to have beo
speeds, show mation and
manic. However, his
mavament aesthetc is
chargsd with a raw,
wisceral physicality you
can' teka your eyes off.
And the performers of his
Menw Yaork-based
Bateworks Dance
Company are magnificant, flinging themsalves into
movemsnt phrasss with the frenzied snergy of someons
having & selzure. Spins &nd jumps crash to e floor,
thesa dancers seem to spend as much tma cn their
backs and knees a3 on their feet. (What can this
company’s ibuprofen ol look lxe?)

Sometimes, &5 in the bizarre "Ooen the Doaor,” which
fegtures a sextet with stocknged faces moving 1o Steve
Reich's looped and layered preacher's rant of e same
name, the effect can be just jarringly odd. numoing. The
cpening “Owvartura,” with s elegant teal gowns and
elagant music oy Bach, resembled nothing 5o much as a
pralonged acid tng. It sterted with wonder, the dancers
marveling at specks on the floor, dest motes in the air,
thieir own splayed fingers. Then camea the acstaay end
frenzy folbowed by the tortured withdraweal, the writhing
and retciing.

But at its best, wien context and quirky movemsnt
parsuasively join forces, Batte's choreography is
dazzling. The 20056 *Promenade,” set to a playfully
dizsanant score by John Mackey. s & wickedly dalightful

“Robert Battle's dances are
as confounding as they are
riveting. The choreographer
seems to delight in defying
expectations.”

“Battle's choreography
is dazzling.”

deconstruction of manners, as four couples inwhite - the
men in suits, the women in sip dresses with ebbreviatad
bustas - mime the formal pleasanines and patterns of
podite social dance. However, the civilized behevior 5
cnly a thin veneer over primal underpinnings, as courtly
parinering is subveried by all manner of feral accents -
the dancers lick themselves, heads peck (ke chickens,
feet paw the ground.
Samue! Roberts dives inlo
axtraordinary full body
rotetions mid-air, nearly
parallel 1o the ground.

Roberis alsoc dances &
breathiaking solo, sat to the
soulful crooning of Mina
Simone. Clad only in dark
skivvias, he ssams
possesaed, flopping to the
floor, contorting untl his
back seemead 1o almost fold
in on itzelf, limoa askaw,
quivenng 8 great weves
undulate through his
muscular body. Then just as quickly. he shakes it off in
movements evoking Afdcen danca, arms pumping, legs
Elcking. At the end, he simply struts away.

The evening's ather salo, "Ella,” was given a cherming
performance by Marlena Waolfe. A tribute 1o the great
Effa Fitzgerald and set b & recorging of her “Air Mai
Special,” the dance matched the singer's quicksilver scat
phrases with jgzzy, mercurigl moves that sent Woife
shattering, jiggling, and sliding.

The avening's mast thrlling dance was the 2001 “The
Hunlk* To the thundering drurns of Les Tambours du
Bronx, Roberts, Kenj Segewa, George Smallwosd, and
Derrick Yanford, costumed in bong black skirts with
underayers of red, threw themselves into a kind of
fawerad, pre-hunt nfual, rousing each other bo the biood
farvor of the kill. With a manéc intansity, the four stomped
and pounded with a propulsive power that evoked the
brutality of thve huntars, the fear of the prey, end e
exhaustion of the chass.



