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Artists collaborate on an energetic essay

By Mike Steele
Statt writer
-

z"rhe Photographer/Far From the
Jruth,” the music-theater-dance col-
lage that rumbled into O’Shaughnes-
Sy Auditorium Friday night, turned
out to be an astonishingly invigorat-
ing and provocative work. It arrived
Iresh from its spirited, controversial
performances at the Brooklyn Acad-
emy of Music's Next Wave Festival,

Ostensibly a look at the movement
Studies and theories of Victorian
photographer Eadweard Muybridge,
as well as at some lurid aspects of
his life, the work is really an essay
on the possibilities of art in a world
filled with images that are far from
the truth. It has a great, densely
packed power far stronger than its
individual parts.

The work is a collaboration featuring
Phillp Glass’ music, JoAnne Akalai-
fis' direction, David Gordon’s chore-
dgraphy, Santo Loquasto’s settings
and, certainly not least, Jeanifer Tip-
(on’s astonishing lighting.

It all began a few years ago at the
Holland Festival as a theatrical ex-
ptoration of Muybridge's ideas. He's
best known for his sequential series
of sull photos showing horses leap-
IRg, men wrestling, women running,
4]l manifestations of the prevailing
18th century anti-romantic trend
taward scientific objectivity in art as
the best way of getting at the truth in
nature. And what could be more hon-
et than the photograph — cool, fac-
tual, detailed? e
Yet In counterpoint to this was a
steamy incident in Muybridge’s life
in which he murdered his wife’s lov-
er, was tried and acquitted. The
obvious point is that, like Victorian
seciety, the outwardly pious objectiv-
ity hid a steamy, overheated passion
that uitimately could not be denied.

Muybridge was' in the forefront of
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the new modernism, and “The Pho-
tographer” has an equal. position at
the head of what we're reluctantly
calling postmodernism. Instead of
cooly and intellectuaily looking: in
from above, “The Photographer’
gluts itself with artifice, subjective
imagery, emotional energy, wryly
grandiose styles, operatic scale,
flamboyant humor and surprising
sensuality.

We're discovering now that photo-
graphs are never objective and nev-
er true. The photographer decides
how to frame them, what is left In
and what left out and they're all
open to personal interpretation.
Muybridge’s studies of motion led to
animation and finally to film. Today

Valda Settertield (center) In the dance finale of “‘The Photographer.’’

© we're bombarded by images in all
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media, all arguing their truthfulness.

“The Photographer” seems to be a
reassertion that if any truth is dis-
coverable it's through Iimagination
and personal expression, through the
embracing of contradictory images
and {ragmentary styles, through arti-
fice itself, which allows us to create
new ways of seeing things.

The work Is given in three parts. The
{irst s a drama written by Robert
Coe and directed by Akalaitis. It's a
collage of images dealing with the
murder and trial counterpointed by

arguments for and against the scien-

tiffc, “natural” use of photography.
It’s done in a high Victorian, melo-
dramatic style with great humor and
commitment. The book is thin on Its
own terms, but the use of movement
energized it and some of the farce
was as telling as it was funny. While
Muybridge’s wife is being passionate-
ly undressed by her lover, for in-
stance, the two converse through
lines from a book oa Victorian eti-
quette.

Loquasto’s sets and costumes also
bring verve. They're.motivated by
Max Ernst's surreal collage novels,
and they’'re beautiful and unsettling
with their Victorian touches running
slightly- askew, lit eerily and beauti-
fully by Tipton, whose work Is amaz-
ing.

The second section is a concert of
Glass’ music. It's a strangely evoca-
tive work based on the repetitive
cycles of Eastern music played by
Glass’ own ensemble heightened by
some brilliant singing from Dora Oh-

renstein. It had to be, and was, abso- |,

lutely true as it bounded through the
long string of subtly shifting solfege
Syllables and quick internal shifts.
But the music, too, was transformed
as it became an underscore for a
show of projections of Muybridge’s
work, not only the work as he intend-
ed, but his work rechoreographed to
fit the music, cropped, coilaged, the
images actually set in motion. [roni-
cally, this is an updating of Muy-
bridge’'s work, presented inauthenti-
cally and subjectively, and it worked
totally with the music.

And finally there is a stunning dance
finale by Gordon. At its center it
features Valda Setterfield draped in

a Greek tunic standing in a shallow
pond slowly moving with self-con-
scious artfulness through poses from
Muybridge works or moves related
to it. In the meantime dancers and
cast members from the first section
hurtle about the stage as if pro-
pelled, uncannily matching the
building energy of Glass’ music.

Soon there are waves of activity fly-
ing around the stll center of Setter-
field’s dance, little narratives acted
out, Victorian life f{lying by, some of
it recapitulating actions we’d seen ia
the play section. Like Muybridge’s
photos, the dance is full of quick
starts and stops and it captures bet-
ter than any other section the es-
sence of Muybridge’s process. The
stage is energized and the imagery
overwhelms. Yet In its center there
is the dominant image of Setterfield,
a nymph in a fpuntain, a final para-
dox.

The final build of Glass’ music, its
propulsion and fire, may not be com-
plicated on musical terms but it was
overwnelming on theatricai ones, es-
pecially as it acted on and accepted
the flow of movement and visual
imagery around it. But it was true of
the whole work. The use of move-
ment in the dramatic section, of cho-
reographed images in the musical
section, of musical thrust and visual
design in the dance section, every-
thing truly interacted and the possi-
bilities of the theater were opened
wide.



