
Year marked by fine work from big groups, big risks from smaller ones

December 09, 2011|By Sid Smith, Special to the Tribune
The Chicago dance scene shook, rattled, rolled and leaped through another outstanding year in 2011, propelled by fine work from established organizations and nifty experiments from smaller ones. Here's a look back, not so much a "Top 10" as a walk through some favorite memories.

1. "Stupormarket," the Seldoms, February, Stage 773.Carrie Hanson and company not only delivered sharp, entertaining dance, but shrewdly explored the financial meltdown and economic theory, down to and including voiceover commentary from Nobel laureate Paul Krugman as part of the soundtrack.[image: image1.png]



2. River North Dance Chicago, April, Auditorium Theatre. The veteran troupe reached new heights with its Auditorium debut, unveiling a deftly fashioned response to Miles Davis (by Frank Chaves, Christian Denice and Ricky Ruiz) and showing off past works agleam with its sexy, audience-friendly dance.

3. "Sharks Before Drowning," Mad Shak, June, Marjorie Ward Marshall Dance Center, Evanston. Molly Shanahan's revival of this signature work made use of detailed, intelligent and highly original modern choreography to explore much of the contradictions of our time and life in general--small in size, expansive in imagination.
4. Eiko & Koma, various performances and an exhibit, June through November, the Museum of Contemporary Art. Peter Taub, the MCA's director of performance programs, helped assemble an ongoing combination of installation and performances--some in the theater and some outdoors--for the city's most exhaustive look yet at this ground-breaking, mind-boggling twosome.

5. The "Dance for Life" documentary, August, WTTW-Ch. 11. The wizards of HMS Media covered 20 years of love and loss associated with the AIDS crisis and provided a glimpse at the devotion of the behind-the-scenes Chicagoans who've made the annual benefit so special. They also provided a sparkling, you're-onstage-with-them cinematic and thankfully everlasting look at Chicago dancing, including Ensemble Espanol Spanish Dance Theater's thunderous, blood-red "Bolero " and a montage blending performance and rehearsal footage from River North's "Three."

6. Chicago Dancing Festival, August, the Pritzker Pavilion, the Harris Theater and the MCA.The biggest, boldest festival yet, broadening to include such experimenters as Brian Brooks and our own Lucky Plush Productions; a Martha Graham tribute including her company and a deft impersonator; and a finale flush with mastery, including a rare look at Paul Taylor's "Esplanade." A local treasure in its five years so far, the fest is fast becoming a national destination.

7. "Whence," the Khecari dance troupe, September, Lacuna Artist Lofts. Avant-gardist Jonathan Meyer's gutsy, uncompromising extravaganza had its ups and downs, but tread on tricky ground (he stripped and took a washtub bath), offered tangy live choral sounds as its score and boasted hands down the year's most original locale, a 24,000 sq. ft. raw space only a stone's throw from the glitzier Pilsen gallery scene.

8. "Don Quixote," Joffrey Ballet, October, the Auditorium. A delightful new full-length for the troupe. Yuri Possokhov's fast-moving, entertaining production got great help from Wendall Harrington's scenic projections, Von Orthal Puppets' exquisite horse and, among fine work from all the dancers, charismatic guest artist Carlos Quenedit as Basilio at key performances.

9. Hubbard Street Dance Chicago's fall engagement, October, the Harris. Work from Twyla Tharp is always exciting, and in this case the company won the distinction of premiering it. "Scarlatti" is elegantly designed, intricately musical and self-confidently traditional Tharp, but enjoyable every minute and pert with cagey, postmodern whispers. Tharp made a bright focal point of newcomer David Schultz, on a bill that also boasted Nacho Duato's sensually sacred "Arcangelo" and Johan Inger's "Walking Mad," that full-bodied feast of dancing absurdist.

10. Merce Cunningham Dance Company, November, the Harris. The eponymous troupe of the late pioneer and dance visionary said farewell with three works skirting decades of achievement, celebrating brilliance while unavoidably mourning loss. Among them, "Antic Meet" revealed a pert, satirical Cunningham from the 1950s, while "Quartet," an incomparable masterpiece, featured the remarkable Robert Swinston, standing in on stage for the master.
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