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Iclure the Washinglon danca scans
withoul  Malda  Withen — how
much duller, diler and ahorter on
surpriss the last decada would have

been. It was Withers wha took tha lead In
shaking us up, stariling ws with new [deas

angd new melhods, bullylng ua Inla questlon- . -

ing every assumptlon or recelved notlon. It
was Withers, very lisgely, who brought ua
Into contact with the astlstic luimoil of the

lale "B0s and "10s, Loth by imporistions lrom
the outaide and by example In her own work,

Thien, aa teday, shs was our pilime svangelisl -

of the nuvel and atrange byways of dance, a
tirelesa advocale of causes, esthetic and oth-
erwise, and a human juggemaut in the lorcs
ol her wit, stamine and Inlelligence.

Houw this powerhouse of & woman — lﬁl
{4, mother of four, tall and rangy with the
face of & wagonmisteess, an incredible shock
of charcosl ash hair and limba as long as her
bady, choreographer, company direcior, Im-
piesaslo, prophetess, leacher — L uc'ﬁndinl
la & naw plateau of :t:c?mtinn. Tuesday ave-
ning at the Pension Building her lalest work,
*Stall* will receive ils American premlers as
part of the “Sih Street Crosslngs® festival,
making Withers the only Washinglon dance
ariist lo be do honored. “Stall”
Withera, ia a collaborslive endeavor, lavoly-
ing Withers herselfl bath as choreographer
and dancer, “sound sculpture® by the adven-
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“loudspeaker anlmallon® by Phil Edslateln,
and performance by the troups Withers
founded in 1076, the Dancs Conastructlon
4 uw:nw The work had It world premlors
In Weat Hedlin this past May, In o featlval at
the Akademls der K':uuu

. Why ths ttls, "8tall*? Withera and Dils-

coll, who concaived the work Ingelher and
. boted over It on and ofl for “ll

il five
years, wortled long over the name. *We knsw
we wanted a Lerm thatl had Lo do with mova-
ment,” Wither says, "somathing that would
relale Lo the the thees Interacting forces ol
molion In the stage space — ths nupended,
rolaling loudspeaker In the conler, the danc-
ers clrculating
d0-foot Noor, the diagonel beamd of sound
coming ftom the lour comer speakens. We
hunted through the thesaurus fur hours, and
finally kit an 'Stall® One thing we liked
alout It was the sensa of Inlersuption — '
nol atop, and It's not start, but something In
belween, like the gliding Inta posltlon of Lhe
rolating speaker.”
Its hard, even lor Withers, lo s28 how her

resenil mode of life grew out of & Meormaon
tithﬁ’lhl‘ In Ulah and a youlh so removed
from Lhe arts froniler thel at sge 17 she'd
atill never sean any professional dance. *Fhe
firsl professional peiformance of any kind |
saw was Harry Dolelonle, in Enlt
Lake Cily," she r:uih

il haullw{ over the 30-by-
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AU, she was a fiee splilt and a
culup alimost from the eradle. At 10,
ghe used ta do “muoon dances” In the
street with a filend. Yo the pulim,
sleall-laced almosphere of Kanal
Utah, where she was bom, am
Salem, where she grew up (“It was &

lown with two stores and a servles

statlon®), she would go to church,
ruinm! to fall asleep, and snore out
oud. There wore strong Individualls.
tic streaks In her famnlly. Her parents
1an a lodge whera guesta wore enter-
lained with homemads operetlas.
Her mother, a tlny woman from a
family of athlstes, was a slnger,
laught volee and conducted chalsa
(something Withers still does). Her
dad, tall and gaunt, “always wanted
to be his own person, living out his
fantasy someplace.” There was a \ra-
dition of theologlcal radicalism aon
bath sides, and a love of ldeas. *No

one walchdogged me as a child*

* Withers says, “I did Just what I
wanled — bliss|” '

As a kid, too, she was wild abiout

tap-dancing. “Il wes my forle. | was
fast and limber and starled making
up my own malerlal, improvised per-
formances. I was good at sports, too,
lennis, huhthsﬁl, running — on

Hadie Hawkina Day I'd calch my’

own dale, and then catch all thie oih-
ers’ dates. But | preferred the spon-
laneity of dancing to athlstics” A
teacher at Drlgham Young Unlyer-
sily, Gerrl Glover — *a five-foot hall
of fire” — channeled Withers Inlo
musical comedy preductlons, and

had her dolng assislant tenching by

her enphomore year.

In the summers at DY, sho had *

her Meal renl conlael with the guiuae
ol mindlern dance, laklng courses and
workshops In other patls of the
comilty with the lkes of Eilck
Hawking, Hanya Holm amd Meice
Cunningham. One of these early en-
counters, with Anna Halprin In San
Franclsco, was partlcularly catalyle
for her. “I remember HJmin wlth
her uncombed halr and no bra — |
mean, this was the "60s and this was

pretly Namlng stull for a conserva-.

tive Mormon from a small town.
Whete | came from, women got mar-
tled at 10, had elght children and
wénl to college to learn lo be good
mothers. Dut
on the hunt for something desp, she
saw dance na a humanlstlc search. |
also saw peopls that were s crazy as
| was, and It was very relnforclng.*

At Conneclleut College one of

these summers, she met Louls Hort,
Martha Oraham's musical mentor-
collaborator and the oracle for a
whole generalion of dancers. “le
was a real ogre, you know, used lo
make le cry In his classes and
all that. But I always found him
amusing. I chorecgraphed n weslern
_brawl scene to ane of his 'pll-:imln’
minuets and .we lecame good
felends.” After finlshing at BYU, ahe
Jdaught for m year at Ilicks College In
Jdaho, where she mat her husband.
to-be, 1elurning to the Unlperslty of
Ulah for a masters In dance and a
slint of performing with the Nisle-
Woodbury: Company. Bul she

dreamed of escaping the Utah envl-
rons — "I &lways knew If | was goln
to be the person I thought I was

hiave lo
Illmu_":

I
eave — [ fell a Tnll.[ of

*Phough [l

saw Lhat Halprin was .

"y the

. gorod - |

Hho got & Juh teachlng at Pundue
[ur threa yeara, and then was affered
nopoat al Howard Unlvaisity In
Washlugton, I can't hollove this ne-

tually happoned,” she says, “hut | .

arelved ab Howard without knowlng
It was a hlack schaol. [ was Incrod-
Ibly nalve, growlng up In'" Utal,

fnn adupted slsler from
Indla, through my teena I'd never
met a black person, ‘Uhe -Howard
expetience was lanlastie; It wos liv-
lng In Washington and helng at
Howard thal was the beginnlng of
my polltlcal consclousness, and ny
consclence ahout people. Joln 1{en-
nedy was killed Uhs year | came, and

" | marched with all the Llacks down

Pennaylvania Avenue.”

« . 'lhe next year aaw the slart of her

long sssoclatlon with Qeotge Wash.
Ington Unlverslly, where she hns
won one of Lthe chilef archilocls of
he dance program. AL flist she was
A 'tmnpnrur{' teplacoment, anil
ofter a year, sha'd Just.sbout declded
lo forgo a career and sellls dgwn to
motherhood, when she was called I
depactimont  hend.. *We
greoled each other and nsked who
Miould go fNrst. | sald, You go aliead.’
8he offered ma tamure, without aven
my askling, and of course | was slng-

hat changod everylhing. {
never lold her alterwards what 1'd
comb lo say lo her.” At (W, Williers
threw heraclf lnta choreography and
danclng [n a blg way. With a couple
of uthor Washlngtonlans, slie starled
lhe Contemparary Dance Com iy,
AL the unlverslly, she hegan lo f.u—m
aslrenm of guest acllsta, Lo bulng the!

‘culllug edge of dance esthotics closer

bty tnivge — the lat hns hlﬂtu*‘ial
Iumph rllu Yvonne Haluer, el
Unkol, Meredith Monk, Hudy [Pares,
Ania Halpiln, Doverly Drown aml
Annabelle Clamson.

I 1076 caime the formation of the
Dance Consteuctlon Company, s
with It a Now of linovative \Withers
cieallons, many of them In conjune-
Hon with mmﬁ:lnm andd artlsts Hike
Hockne I(rabis, Jolin [alley, Ron
Kulvila and Joln Ulscoll, ranging
from maetlculously atrpctured ab-
slracllons lo hnpmvinlmr thamatle
(leces on a varlely of soclal and es.
thotle lssues. Dance snthuslasts may
patteulatly remainber “White Man-
elons” (1076), a Fellinleaque (sntasy
fital danced on the slopes of Holy
llowl Cemetery; “Fime  Dance®
(1970}, an abistraction based on per-
muted pulsation, with readings from
Uertride Steln and Dick [ligging;
Funday Maneuvers® (1977), an "en-
viconmenlal” plece for 20 dancers
and 16 musiclans performed on 'I'he-
odore Hoosevelt lsland; and *Wonwn
Jo0," a semlnutobiographlcal feml-
nisl - opus lnvolving dance, musie
narrative, slides nmf fithn, pmmlemf
ently this year,

In 1871, after she had the most
recent of her children (who turned
oul to he twina), Withers conducled
a critcial Internal dialogus with hor-
aoll. "l remember thinking out lowd,
when the Iwina came — and |
woan't ever pregnant by accident, |
wanted my children — that if 1'n
ever golng lo do this dance [hing,
I'va got to do It now. I reallzed that
dauce was who | was.” Nowadays she
snys: “l've made up my mind [ will
donce as long as It brlugs me foy,
mul as long as I enn avold laking
mysell so serlausly that [ ean't lnugls
ot what U'm doing — at.what it ?!I'
nvel what It lsn't”




