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Yannick Lebrun and Jacqueline Green in the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater’s performance of “Petite Mort.”

A bold, diverse opening night for Alvin Ailey

By Karen Campbell
GLOBE CORRESPONDENT

Thursday night’s concert by
Alvin Ailey American Dance
Theater may have marked the
opening of the company’s 43d
annual Celebrity Series visit, but
it was hardly business as usual.
The first clue was the curtain
speech by Robert Battle, finish-
ing up his second year as the
- company’s artistic director. In
honor of the first responders,
hundreds of whom filled the au-
dience at the Celebrity Series’s
invitation, Battle spoke about
dance’s ability to heal.

“I believe dance is a manifes-
tation and celebration of the te-
nacity of the human spirit,” he

said.

The company’s concert epito-
mized that vision with the bold-
est, most diverse program I've
seen them present here in two
decades.

The concert opened with “An-
other Night,” the company’s
world premiere commission this
season by Kyle Abraham, one of
the hottest young choreogra- -
phers in America. Set to a rendi-
tion of Dizzy Gillespie’s land-
mark “A Night in Tunisia,” by Art
Blakey & The Jazz Messengers,
it’s a dance party for 10 perform-
ers filled with colorful personali-
ties — couples that flirt and
tease, a seductive siren in blue
(the gorgeously lithe yet intense-

ly focused Jacqueline Green), a
quicksilver scamp (Daniel Hard-
er) who baits the audience for
more applause after a sassy solo.
Abraham deftly integrates ballet,
jazz, modern, street, and social
dance, and he seems to delight
in a play of contrasts — fast vs.
slow, hard vs. soft, brittle angu-
lar shapes that melt into slow
liquid extensions. Group sec-
tions feed off the primal energy
of the percussion driven music
with African-influenced squats
and slides one moment, buoyant
leaps and blistering pirouettes
the next. Torsos undulate, arms
slice or curl and coil backward,
rotating almost out of their sock-
ets. But despite some discrepan-

cies in timing and placement,
the dancers make it all look like
sheer fun.

Hometown boy Kirven James
Boyd danced like a man bargain-
ing with his demons in Battle’s
powerful, quixotic solo “In/Side.”
Fueled by Nina Simone’s soulful
rendition of “Wild is the Wind,”
Battle unleashes Boyd in a tour
de force of skitters, quivers, high
leaps, and crashing falls that
contort him into anguished pret-
zel-like clenches, one hand
reaching out in despair. Electric-
ity seems to pulsate through
Boyd, at times like a slow mov-
ing wave, at other moments like
quick pulses that ripple in
through one limb and out anoth-
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er. At one point, Boyd unfurls a
spin of what must be a dozen
dizzying rotations before drop-
ping full body to the floor in sub-
mission. It is a stunningly com-
mitted performance. ;

Jiri Kylian’s classic “Petitt
Mort,” to two luminous slow pia-
no concerto movements by Mo-
zart, is the first of the great
Czech choreographer’s works the
company has learned, and while
the style is a bit muscular, miss-
ing some of the breath in lifts
and suspensions, it’s an adven-
turous, welcome addition to the
Ailey repertoire this season,
from the swordplay of the open-
ing men’s dance to the women’s
duets with rolling dress forms,
gliding behind the stiff dresses
as if on wheels themselves. The
performers are most persuasive-
ly showcased in Kylian’s exqui-
site couples’ partnering.

For the first time in memory,
the company closed the opening
night program not with the icon-
ic Ailey classic “Revelations,” but
with another, albeit very differ-
ent, crowd pleaser, Ohad Naha-
rin’s popular “Minus 16.” This
eclectic hodge-podge of a work
to music ranging from a tradi-
tional Israeli anthem to a mam-
bo gives the talented Ailey
troupe room to show off some of
their individual improvisational
chops and break the “fourth
wall” with the audience. While
the company doesn’t quite have
the split second precision need-
ed for some of Naharin’s move-
ment, especially the sharp-an-
gled poses that release tension in
arubbery collapse, the energy is
keen, and the audience doesn’t
seem to give a fig once the danc-
ers fan out to pull a lucky few in-
to a collective free for all and a
calibrated cha cha. The enthusi-
astic blonde who played along to
the bitter end nearly stole the
show.

Karen Campbell can be reached
at karencampbelld@rcn.com.



