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Alvin Ailey on the prowl

The troupe salutes a
creative changing of the
guard and pays tribute to
its directors’ legacy in a
tour around the country.

JEAN LENITHAN

REPORTING FROM SEATTLE

erfu S
main 5 - Robert Bat-
tle. artistic director designate. on
Ailey’s North American tour. Bat-
tle. who takes leadership of the
company in July, set his all-male
work to a pounding percussion
score by Les Tambours du Bronx.
with raw, exotic fight scenes in-
spired by Battle's boyvhood martial
artsdevotion.

“There's a lot of jumping and
slapping and slamming."” says vet-
eran Alley dancer Matthew Rush-
ing (and newly named company re-
hearsal director ne of Battle's
directy ¢ 1 2 1y's being
ire
¢ ) I ing
strength, At times he gave us im-
E falmost being in & rave club,
lettingloose and going wild and not
caring about technigue or form —
Just throwing out energy.”

“Ifeellike it sathriller.” Antonio
Douthit says. “It's like being
dropped in the Congo and all five of
US are just trying to get out of
there.”

Rushing describes “a certain
kind of emotional stamina” it de-
mands from the dancers, “A'lot of
the times it feeis like you are In a

fight, vou're fighting to get
through, and then there’s mo-
ments where you m be really
pep cted 1o
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different y
eel different things

ifeveryvthing,” Jamar
‘It usua s
afver-

» 1o four d

“Yes and no,” savs Kirven Bovd
“The plece, obviously, is really
physical. But 1think a lot of it — like
when we're slapping — looks way
more physical thanitis

3 'sical'” Douthit
i slap me that

before Battle
v from the legendar
3 his succession -
and indirectly — is obvi

rakes

directiy r
ously a central factor on the com-

24-c1ty tour, which includes
10 performances at the Dorothy
Chandler Pavilion

The repertory has two pivot

points: a celebration of continuity

in honor of the 50t 1 anniversary of
Alle! Zevelations.” the troupe s
performing the beloved hallet ev.
erv night) and an introduction to
Battle as chore nigh
TWo works (the comnany premicre
of “The Hunt" and the rousing trip-
tyeh “Love Stories.” featuring cho-
reography by Jamison, Battle and
Rennie Harris).

This strategic planning is a lux-
urythecompany didn’t have in 1989
when Ailey. then 58. asked Jamison
to assume leadership of the wob-
bling company during his critical
illness, Still, that transition was
smoothed for audiences by Jami-
son’s familiarity — among her
many roles she was the 6-foot god-
dess carrying the white parasol in
“Revelations™” and the struggling,
enduring soloist in Atley’s wrench-
ing “Cry.” Battle, 37, is a Miami na-
tive who moved to New York and
graduated Juilliard in 1994, then
danged for the David Parsons Proj-
ectfor seven years, and founded his
own troupe, Battleworks Dance
Company in 2001, before being se-

last May to rur . Battle,

| “extended

€ or roupe, has

peen affiliated with the school as a

student, teacher and choreogra-

pher since 199%. Over fhe vears, he

has choreographed 11 works for Al-

vin Alley American Dance Theater,

including for its school and junior
company, Ailey I1.

Audiences don't know him,
however, The company is remedy-
ing this by representing Battle on-
stage during this tour, On the pro-
gramtitled “21st Century Ailey” (to
be seen fourtimesin LA ), Christo-
pher L. Huggins' new baliet,
“Anointed.” uses standout solo
performers to svmbolize the suc-
ion from Alley to Jamison to
le. The lhightning-fast pure
ensemble piece also deftly
assures Ailey dancers’ unflagging

‘A TEST OF EVERYTHING'

dancers Kirven Boyd, clockwise

“The Hunt" involves &
from top, Antonio Douthit
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PIVOTAL: Robert Battle's “The Hunt” is one of two focal points of the company’s 24-city tour.

eater

I believe I'm here because I have something to

contribute and in time it will all be realized.’

superiority in expressing speed,
ballon, fluidity, strength, balance
and partnering technique.

For the dancers, it was clear
that Battle's “arrival,” despite any
onstage portrayal in “Anointed.” is
still a long way off. “Too soon to
tell,” several dancers chimed at
once, Battle himself, who popped
in for the photo shoot and to an-
swer a few questions, also con-
firmed his non-influence on day-
to-day company matters “until
July1.”

Most of these dancers know
Battle only briefly (he taught them
“The Hunt” in just three days last
summeri, although Boyd worked
with Battle's former company. Bat-
tieworks, for a season, “There was
something very rmurturing about
htm in the studio,” Boyd says. "You
could tell that everyone in that
room was there because he wanted

— ROBERT BATTLE.

Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater's incoming artistic director

them to be there, There was just so
much love in the room, you didn't
really care that you were asked to
spin on your head and then back
flip to your knees.”

With a $29-million annual bud-
get, a flashy midtown home in New
York, and an average of nine
months a year of annual tounng.
Alvin Ailey American Dance Thea-
ter is more like a transitioning cou-
ture house these days than a mod-
erndance company. And Jamison's
influence on the empire is ever-
present, from her powertul educa-
tion initiatives (including initiat-
ing a bachelor of fine arts degree in
dance in conjunction with Ford-
ham University) t¢ her intense
work ethie,

“She has this gift of setting a
standard — and then vou work
your tail offto meet the standard —
and then she raises the standard

once you get there” Rushing says.
“It can be so irritating sometimes,
but then, once you go through the
journey you look back and see how
much you've grown, because of the
continual raising of the bar.... And
it becomes contagious throughout
the company ... you look around
and there's all these people doing
far and beyond what's asked of the-
m...And all of that. I feel, trickles
down from the top.”

Battle agrees. “Miss Jamison's
not just large in stature but in vi-
sion,” he says. "But what gives me
great confidence is that she chose
me, and I know that that was not a
small'decision, and I'm happy that
it’s a big job. ‘Cause I'm a big guy,
and Ilike a challenge. Coming from
Liberty City to Juilliard was not a
small move, and I feel that I've &
ways been guided in one way or an
other. Sc I believe I'm here because

Alvin Ailey
American Dance
Theater

Where: Dorothy Chandier
Pavilion, 135 N, Grand Ave.. Los
Angeles

When: Friday through April 17,
check website for full schedule
and repertory

Cost: $25 to $105

Information; (213) 972071 or
priter.org/events
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Thave somethingtocontribute and
in time it will all be realized

As the interview ends and the
dancers start to file out to ¢l ar
food or rehearsals. Battle smiies
and nodsto each one,

Battle acknowledges how. pos-
sessive Ailey audiences are, and
that there’s sure 1o be curiosity
about why he himselfneverdanced
withthe company. “As a choreogra-
pher, I was part of that extended
family," he says. “That was my jour-
ney." And his description of his ca-
reer sounds to be embedded in his
choreography and thus visible to
audiences always. "As a dancer.”
Battle sayvs, "Thad more ofan affin-
ity for moving fluidly. more in Lar
Lubovitch tradition. We call it v
and glow." "When he got to the Par

sons company. he explains. the
movement style was “much more
punchy. the physicality was much

more robust.” The Grah
nique that he studied at
schaol “connected directiy to the
martlal arts.” he says. Looking at
“The Hunt" today, he says, “I can
see all those influences.”

Battle has plans to continue
choreographing regularly along
with his directorship duties. But
for now, he’s just enjoying the suc-
cessof“The Hunt.”

“I've seen many audiences jump
up and scream for the work,” he
says, “and I love that faet. I love
that it has that connection as well
as the aggression. Somenmes
those things don't go hand in
hand.”
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