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IN SYNCH: the evening's success was due as much to the performance of Abel and White as to the

choreography.

The art of loving

Deborah Abel takes giant steps toward perfection

by Thea Singer

apturing the ephemeral

sounds like an oxy-

moron. But that was pre-

cisely the intent of chore-

ographer Deborah Abel
in the compositions she presented last
weekend at Sargent Dance Theatre under
the rubric “The Perfect Relationship” — a
concert of six duets performed with tran-
quility and grace by herself and Gordon
White, a member of the José Limén Dance
Company.

Of course, there's no such thing as a
“perfect” relationship. But that doesn't
mean we can't fantasize about, or even
aim for, the ideal. And what better vehicle
for expressing that elusive state than dance
— an art form that, by definition, vapor-
izes the moment it coheres? In these half-
dozen meditative yet articulate, lucid yet
intricately structured, pas de deux, Abel
explores the various phases of intimacy,
journeying from the honeymoon period (4
Dream of Unknowing) to mature love (I'll
Meet You There). Along the way, she stops
at points of revelation (The Naming), deep
trust {The Reflecting Pool), sexuality (The
Right Touch), and spiritual communion
(Shiva and Shakii).

Giving human form to emotional/spiri-
tual states is a tricky business: it's so easy
for the heartfelt and soulful to slide into
the maudlin. Yet in Abel's capable hands,
what came across as touchy-feely in print
(for instance, “meaningful” poems in the
program introduced cach piece) emerge as
authentic and abundantly inventive on
stage. The evening’s success was due as
much to the exquisitely-in-synch, focused
performance of Abel and White as to the
choreography. The two slip over and
under and through one another rich and
smooth as ribbon candy, juggling — and
managing to reconcile — the dichotomies
of loving: individuality balances together-
ness; their private world passes beyond the
fourth wall, allowing their sensibilities to
MovE Us,

The instrument for doing so is Abel's
personal iconography: a confluence of
broad strokes (including mirrored pliés
and all manner of embraces) and telling
details (say, fingers that close like a fan
across the other's face); the lyricism and
technical acuity of José Limén; the pri-
mordial thrust of Martha Graham: the
sculptural peregrinations of Pilobolus. And
infusing it all is a sense of breath powerful
as the butoh concept of (to quote Sankai
Juku founder Ushio Amagatsu) “inward
wind" — an internal force, rather than an
applied technique, that sets the dancer in
motion.

Like the stages of a relationship, these
works vary less in their style than in their
flavor. Indeed, the music, ranging from
the folk (by Lorraine Duisit) to the elec-
tronic (Thaddeus Hogarth), from the
new age (Rita Glover and Lee Perlman)
to the traditional Indian, has more pro-
nounced gradations than the pieces
themselves.

Still, as with a bas-relief, particular
forms come to the fore. Most lovely is The
Reflecting Pool; weakest, ironically, is I'll
Meet You There, supposedly the pair's final
destination yet much less alive than the
getting there. Performed to live flute
improvisation by Glover and tamboura by
Perlman, Pool opens with the duo walking
backward, pulled by an invisible line
toward each other. As Abel travels, her
long, liquid arms part the space like cars
breaking water. The two meet and, like a
human cat’s cradle, commence to slide
effortlessly from one startling formation to
another,

In a moment of striking beauty, Abel
settles into the curve of White's half-
crouched torso, her knees balanced in his
hands, her thighs resting on his lap. She
dips forward, he lies his head on her back,
and they rock. She's the seat of a swing,
he's the ropes supporting her. Later, as
White whips through floor-bound eddies
on all fours, Abel ascends in a relevé that
spirals up from the ground like grass
through soil. Sitting, she cradles his body,
topsy-turvy, against hers, his inclined head

nestled against her haunches, their arms
wrapped. The two fit like puzzle pieces
whose edges have been worn down, like
stones in water.

Yet even while crossing boundaries,
each remains intact. And even while falling
in love, they rise to play. Take The
Naming, wherein each recognizes, but
hasn't yet accepted, the imperfections of
the other. Or The Right Touch, a flirta-
tious romp of dynamic shifts that zoom
from flying leaps to pratfalls.

In the first, the couple begin attached —
Abel hooks her legs around White's like a
spider — but soon go their separate ways,
he rattling his hands, she applying a wrist
to her temple as if to gauge her body heat.
Octopus arms (they embrace and embrace
and embrace and embrace and embrace
and embrace and embrace and embrace)
transmute to hoop-like holds, wherein
Abel slides her clasped arms down White's
torso like a lasso roping in its catch. In
The Right Touch, White, supine, flips Abel
off his knees; she's a flesh-and-blood
incarnation of follow-the-bouncing-ball in
this song of songs.

All this vibrancy serves only to highlight
the pale spots in T'll Meet You There, a
dance overcralted to the point of structural
transparency. Where the other five offer-
ings evolve out of organic necessity, Meei
You is self-consciousness; where the oth-
ers revel in complexity, this one falls prey
to predictable sequences. The score, coms-
posed and performed by Lee Perlman,
with recording engineer Dana Mars,
includes rushing winds, a piercing siren,
strumming. A series of moving pictures
and blackouts frame the work. Symbols —
visual (hoods) and acoustic (the wind) —
delineate sections. Movement themes are
introduced and repeated, accelerating as
they go. By the time the piece reaches its
close, you've seen it all — before.

That quibble aside, Deborah Abel
deserves thanks for this impressive show-
ing. Enmeshed as they round curves
smooth as churning butter, she and White
take the old and, with ingenuity and
respect, whip it into new shape. a



