“Strong, deft, emotionally resonant
theatre.”
the New York Times

Robert Maxwell

Alexandra Beller/Dances is an ensemble of highly skilled dancer/
actors working on the edge between dance and theater. Rich with
personal revelations, performances attempt to move, stimulate,
impassion and incite the audience. Ripe with metaphor, abstracted narrative and controversial ideas, the dances traffic through
the dangerous territory of homophobia, sexism, and emotional
isolationism. The company seeks to intersect distinctions between
races, nationalities, sexual orientations and political affiliations
through a series of artistic collisions. The creations are a truly
unique hybrid form, where speaking and moving are essential forces in the creation of meaning. Dances often pay homage to great
writers and fertile landscapes of words are often used to create
a sense of place, time and relationship. Movement is a key to the
startling, idiosyncratic and mysterious information that resides in
the body. The process is highly collaborative and focuses on bringing as many artistic models to the table as possible in an attempt
to create original imagery, sound and structure. Humor, irony, satire and pathos are interchangeable in the drive towards meaning.
Education, performance, discussion and community involvement
are all pathways taken towards audience and community partnerships.
The company has created over 30 works in the last five years.
Working in a European tradition of extremely physical theatre,
the work strives to give movement, text, music and visual elements
equal play in the formation of narrative and emotionality. Pieces
range from 10 minutes to full evening works and many have been
restaged for larger and smaller companies.
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“milkdreams” is a work by Beller and dancers investigating authenticity of the present moment
through stripping the habits, inhibitions and presentations of a trained dancer to recover a
physicality motivated entirely by sensation, desire, joy, curiosity, and, ultimately, love. To mine
this territory, the company meticulously recreated the dances of a 14 month old and a 5 year
old (Alexandra’s children) and collaborated with Developmental Movement experts, including
Martha Eddy (BMC, CMA), engaging in a creative process in which they use the baby material
to create unique vocabulary that bypasses intellectual and neurological patterning and reveals
a dimension to movement that is magical, unconscious and utterly personal. The result is a
subtle, morphing, intricate, work that challenges and gives autonomy for the audience to have a
self-curated experience. The work is supported by a live accompaniment from former Band of
Susans musician Robert Poss with Kato Hideki, who was instrumental in the Tokyo noise music
scene in the 90s.

Photo by Judith
Stuart

Dance Enthusiast
June 1, 2015
A Day with Alexandra Beller discussing her latest work “milkdreams” by Erin Bomboy
Live like there’s no tomorrow; love like you’ve never been hurt; and dance like nobody’s watching. At one point or another, we’ve heard this advice, but most of us
struggle to apply it for any length of time. As adults, we’re well aware of the potential downside: Our past experiences have taught us how our present choices affect
our future outcomes.
Little children, however, epitomize these exhortations with full-throttle exuberance. They abide in the here and now with the past and the future too murky to be
comprehended as of yet. Kids live like there’s no tomorrow, and love like they’ve never been hurt. They also dance like nobody’s watching, an appealing if odd concept
for adult dancers whose job revolves around performing for others.
In Alexandra Beller’s “milkdreams,” which will receive its premiere at La MaMa, she revisits this golden age of infants and toddlers when reflexive self-censoring
hasn’t yet set in. The seed was planted when Beller observed her two young sons’ movement. She says, “I realized my sons were doing beautiful dances.” To produce
the movement vocabulary, she recorded videos of her sons’ dancing and then deconstructed their actions. Sometimes, her firstborn son (five years old at the time)
would perform 15 steps in a row — a real phrase, while in other instances, he would smack his knee for a minute. The impact of using her sons’ antics went beyond
this creation of physical material. Beller discloses, “On a personal level, making the piece has been a recuperative experience because I felt like they were with
me in rehearsals.”
Teaching her quartet of dancers to unlearn everything that they have learned required them to go deep into their anatomy. Years spent mastering motions were
stripped away. Beller laughs, “Here are these beautiful, trained dancers who can do anything, and I made them learn movement from a 14-month-old baby.” The cast
investigated the Moro reflex, an infantile reaction to an abrupt loss of support. Babies spread their arms sideways, usually with the palms up and the thumbs flexed,
and then retract their arms toward their body. To recreate the Moro reflex, Beller eliminated adult behavioral tendencies (such as engaging the core or reaching an
arm back) until her dancers could perform the action instinctively. Adults may have inhibited their Moro reflex, but when the layers are peeled away, it’s still there.
Beller wasn’t content to simply breakdown movement and excavate original tendencies. She explored the impetus behind children’s physicality. She explains, “The
whole reason babies move is to bond.” Thus, each and every action of a child — from fumbling gestures to stumbling strides — derive from their innate desire to get
close to someone. As a result, when her dancers extend an arm, they illustrate this idea of connection, one person bridging the gap to another.
“milkdreams” marks a dramatic change from Beller’s former work: There
is no text. She reveals, “I always felt the movement couldn’t express everything I needed it to say. When people try to express the depth of their
experience in dance, it can become clichéd. I like to place audiences within the familiarity of
their humanity to spark their empathy, and words help locate that empathy.” Children, though,
haven’t developed the verbiage to express complex thoughts and emotions. Their main mode of
communication is through movement. To fully embrace their world, she needed to eliminate text.
In many ways, “milkdreams” has become an investigation into the deeper meaning of life for
Beller. She says, “Whatever life is not, babies were there. Is there god; is there nothing? Whatever it is — god, nothing, another planet — babies were there. They don’t start developing
memories until 2 or 3. But they come out with a personality. When you watch babies move, you
get a sense of what they know and the information that’s in their bodies.”
Beller, much like the babies and children in whom she has found inspiration, is embodying equal
parts bravery and vulnerability. Throughout the two-plus-year process, she realized that she was
trying to hide the piece, first by making it part of another work and then by considering (and ultimately rejecting) a large set and a preshow section. She admits, “I am afraid of the dance. It’s
very exposed. But, I have to let go of my ego and walk the walk I’ve asked my dancers to walk.
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Critical Dance

Alexandra Beller/Dances: milkdreams: June 12, 2015: Jerry Hochman
Alexandra Beller/Dances was created in 2002, and since then has performed extensively in various venues in New York, the rest of the United States, and world-wide from China
to Norway to Poland. The company’s latest piece, milkdreams, began a two week, six performance run at the Ellen Stewart Theatre, part of the La Mama Moves! Dance Festival.
After a shaky start, I found milkdreams to be an unusual piece that speaks whatever it’s saying in an interesting and unique way, and that utilizes a new but vaguely familiar
movement vocabulary in the process.
Beller is a veteran of the Bill T. Jones/Arnie Zane Dance Company (from 1995-2001), and I suspect that her choreography owes much to that association. But milkdreams appears
independent from that or any other formal dance connection. Rather, it is intended as an exploration of and elaboration on the dances of children (infants and toddlers), based on
observations of Beller’s own children and research with developmental movement specialists. Notes explaining Beller’s intent were not distributed until the performance ended, so
unless Friday night’s audience was in on the piece’s background and process, or was remarkably perspicacious, this would not be a necessary conclusion.
But knowing the choreographer’s purpose (the choreography is attributed to Beller’s two children, with the dance itself ‘created’ by Beller and the company dancers) might have
limited the impact of the piece. milkdreams may have been intended as a recounting or capturing of baby/toddler movement, but I suspect more was involved here. Following an
initial period of virtually no movement and staring into space, milkdreams becomes the vehicle for a highly unusual choreographic language. The four dancers, moving through space
with little apparent sense of time, move independently and occasionally interact – there are movement patterns that recur; and motifs that repeat at odd, unexpected times. It is
this profoundly simple, and at the same time profoundly complex, movement language, and the repeated visual motifs that give milkdreams a more than ephemeral existence – and
make it a dance rather than a thesis.
The piece opens with the four dancers (Lea Fulton, Carly Berrett Plagianakos, Edward Rice, and Simon Thomas-Train), positioned opposite each other – the women on audience
left; the men on the right, and two musicians stationed on a balcony toward the rear of the space. The dancers’ costumes are relatively muted or light colored.
Fulton’s character, who is the dance’s central focus (to the extent there is one), crosses toward the center of the stage, and stands in place or falls to the floor, staring into space
throughout. Occasionally she lies on the floor sideways, with her legs raised a bit and her body bent slightly – a position that is one of the piece’s motifs. In hindsight, and with the
benefit of the program notes, this looks like a cradling position, but it appeared more introverted and contemplative.The other performers watch her, but don’t appear to be physically
reacting, until the Plagianakos character, gets the urge to move. Eventually others follow, walking tentatively in their own worlds, slowly, with soft little ‘baby steps’ – living in a
life without balance or learning how to maintain their balance. Occasionally they bump into each other, as if testing spatial, and perhaps social, limits. The Fulton character lifts
herself up and falls down sideways as if pulled by gravity. She reaches up for something as if searching or exploring, falls down, stares into space, lifts herself up again, falls down,
etc. Eventually, other dancers perform their own movements – with the men a bit more animated, jutting arms out and back, but essentially moving within confined parameters.
An original instrumental composition by Robert Poss hums in the background like the din created by idling airplane engines or like indistinguishable or indecipherable background
noise. Every once in a while this basic sound is augmented from the balcony by Poss and Kato Hideki on their electric instruments, like the irregular hum generated by an
electromagnetic field. The light, projected onto the stage floor and walls from different directions, also changes in intensity and direction as the piece progresses. None of this
resonated with me until the pace picked up. Beller injected patterning that utilized the initial vocabulary and became the foundation for the more ‘advanced’ movement as the piece
progressed. While there wasn’t much of it, there was a structure to milkdreams with these repeated images and group movement patterns. The movement explorers (infants and
toddlers) began to act together (e.g., holding hands) and to move with increasing frequency. They took longer steps, would begin to rock on their feet, similar to what a baby does
when learning to crawl. Their footwork became more agitated and they began to run. Some measure of consistency began to develop, sprinkled with these simple, almost primal,
repetitive images. And while all the dancers did a fine job with the technically precarious movement language, Fulton in particular appeared to live it.
...Regardless of whether you know Ms. Beller’s intent, if you give it time, you might see something in this movement vocabulary; something that is simultaneously very old and very
new – like the recollection of a beginning from which all things since began.
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INFINITE BODY

Beller’s House of Stories by Eva Yaa Asantewaa, Thursday, April 5, 2012
How many times have I seen versions of other stories? I forget, but it’s likely at least three now with the opening of Alexandra Beller/Dances’
10th Anniversary season last evening at Joyce SoHo. And, of course, no matter how many times other stories is seen, it will always be different
according to which guest--chosen from among contemporary dance’s most fascinating artists--has been tapped to catalyze the current performance.
As described by the company, the game plays out like this: “Each performance is a high stakes event featuring a pivotal, improvisational
performance by a guest artist who has rehearsed minimally, if at all, with the company.” Yeah, bring it.
Last night, that catalyst was Jennifer Nugent, a lithe, springy, Puckish spirit of vitality and fun. Some of her best moments
came near the end of other stories, as she returned to a circle of the dancers, scattering them and, to my mind, dispersing
the mystifying fog of gestures and juxtapositions, mosaics of story fragments, dream-like driftings and memories
constructed through lush, sensitive choreography and Martijn Hart’s beautiful filmwork.

other stories, for me, inspires unconditional love, the way one takes a good friend to heart, accepting
that there will always be things about that person that cannot be fully known or
comprehended. This seems to be a dance about just that--opening with Hart’s
videocamera focused on one corner of a lovely Flatiron District building and a couple,
just behind its large windows, holding a conversation that we cannot hear. The camera
zooms in close but to no avail. We will never grasp what is being said nor know its
history or current context. We’re left to project interpretations onto the couple’s body
language and gestures.
We do much of the same throughout other stories with its plethora of imagery. When
we hear words, they merely fan out in the general direction of something that we can
only imagine out of our own personal experiences: “This is the only place that makes
me laugh,” or “This is the space that will not close,” or the disjointed recounting of a
medical history, audibly redacted. We watch inexplicable expressions wash over the
face of one or another dancer; the look is soon wiped away, replaced by another or...
nothing. It feels as if we’re being plunged into the life recall or dreams of not just one
person but a whole tribe, simultaneously.
So, of course, it’s not going to make sense. And, of course, it makes sense.
Have I mentioned that I love it?
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CLASSES

THE COMPANY IS AVAILABLE TO
TEACH THE FOLLOWING COURSES:

ADVANCED MODERN TECHNIQUE

This class explores the qualities of released and
off-balance dancing while daring students to find
disparate qualities of stillness and explosion.
Students are encouraged to develop an individual
style driven by their internal life and the specificity
of their bodies. By researching movement tasks as
opposed to recreating shapes, students will begin
to solve kinesthetic problems in a profound and
personal way. We will focus on becoming compelling
and magnetic performers, and working within a
broad range of movements, from vigorous and athletic, to gestural and theatrical. The movement is approached from many
systems: muscular, skeletal and nervous system, inviting dancers to work with versatility, intuition, strength, flow, stamina
and ease.

BEGINNING MODERN TECHNIQUE

This class is open to all students interested in exploring dance within their own bodies. No previous movement training is
necessary. Primarily created for students who are new to dance, it can also be extremely helpful for experienced movers
who are new to modern dance. This class focuses on understanding the basic kinesthetics of modern dance. Momentum,
gravity, and the uses of weight will be explored while developing a secure sense of placement and strength. The warm-up
encourages freedom of movement by researching fluidity and balance as tools for stylistic exploration.

COMPOSITION

This class is designed to help emerging and advanced artists challenge their habits and move more deeply into their
process. For younger choreographers, the class is geared towards the development of a personal process that is effective
and inspiring. For more experienced choreographers, the goal is to break through choreographic patterns and habits that
stifle new forms and fresh ideas. The course can range from full semester to single class. to interpretation but strongly
felt? How do we use material from our lives to make work? Can our lives inspire phrase material that is daring, expressive,
and true?

CONTACT IMPROVISATION

This course is an introductory experiential class geared towards experienced movers. Contact improvisation is a
cornerstone of contemporary partnering, but it is also an essential tool for many dancers in their quest for honest
connections and authentic movement. Class will follow a slow and safe progression of exercises aimed to release
fear and improve sensitivity to the self and others. Focus is placed upon learning to listen acutely to both the self and
partners.

LABAN MOVEMENT ANALYSIS

This course is open to movers of any level, but can be geared toward trained dancers. We use LMA to unpack habits
in both movement and the creative process, challenging the students to view both their choreography and movement
patterns with fresh eyes. Bartenieff Fundamentals are used to rehabilitate the body from injury and increase
functionality and efficiency.

REPERTORY

In this course, we create a work together, as a group. The focus is on translating specific movement as well as learning
to generate movement within a Choreographer’s process. Special attention will be given to making material from
assignments, releasing stylistic habit in order to translate material accurately, and working as an ensemble. The work
will be performance ready if at least 30 hours is given to the class.
Other classes are available upon request.

RESIDENCIES

Residencies are an essential component to the Company’s work, providing an opportunity for the company to collaborate
with artists from around the world and to share, through the creation of new work, our aesthetic and vision.
Residency packages can be suited to fit the needs of the presenter and can include any of the following:
Creation of an original work for your company or school
Technique classes with Alexandra Beller
Additional classes including Composition, Improvisation, Duet Making, Core Conditioning, and Meditation
Discussions of various topics including Dance in NYC, Life in a large company, Being a Choreographer, Body image and
self image in the dance world, Nutrition and Injury Prevention.
Workshops at local schools

For performances, touring and
multi-event inquiries
contact:
Katie Dean, Company Manager

manager@alexandrabellerdances.org

For teaching and residency inquiries
contact:
Alexandra Beller, Artistic Director
alexandra@alexandrabellerdances.org

Repertory
http://alexandrabellerdances.org/
repertory
Teaching/Class Information
http://alexandrabellerdances.org/teaching

Residency Information:

http://alexandrabellerdances.org/
residencies/
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