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Breathing NewLife into Her World:

T he Debo rah Abel Dance Com pany
By Barbara Rizza Mellin

With hypnotic repetition,
a chorus of unfamiliar
words accompanies dancers
who move in a continuous
undulations,
seamlessly
weaving in and out of
entanglements. At times,
drums alone set the rhythm
as dancers lie on the stage
floor and sway to a gentle
ebb and flow of music and
motion, rising to lift one of
their ensemble above their
heads as if raising the dead.
At another time to a slow beat
and soft song, the dancers
huddle in knots of four and
then unravel their groups like
a flower blossoming before
us. In one work, called the
Healing Circle, the dancers
come together into a larger,
rotating orb, opening up as
the volume and tempo of the
music increases, voices joining
instruments with a chant of
indistinguishable phrases that
are at once folk-like, ethnicsounding and spiritual.
Alternately, bending toward
one another and stretching
with raised arms, the dancers,
moving in unison, create
a living circle—a graceful
metaphor—that seems to be breathing.

The Power of Breath

These are the components of Deborah Abel’s latest
creation, The World is Breathing, which will be presented
to the public this month. Abel explains the evening
of modern dance and original music, performed by an
ensemble of 10 dancers and 10 musicians, “explores the
power of breath in centering ourselves in the midst of life,
where fantasy, desire, and suffering continually make us
forget who we are.” The title comes from the last line
of a poem by the fifteenth century, Indian Mystic poet
Kabir: “Something inside me has reached to the place
where the world is breathing.”
“What I have to say is more important to me than
performing for the sake of performing,” says Abel.
For that reason, while she loves appearing in her own
works, she chooses not to dance in others. She says,
the movements she choreographs are expressions of
how her body speaks, as well as her mind and soul.
“To be a choreographer,” says

dancing the Nutcracker
in Phoenix and Virginia.
However, unlike the others,
Polston has known Abel for
many years. Now a senior
member of a contemporary
ballet troupe, the Complexions
Company in New York City,
he spent many years here in
the Boston area dancing with
Adrian Hawkins’ Impulse
Dance Company. Polston was
quite pleased to reconnect
with Abel, who encourages
her dancers to contribute
to the creation of the work.
Allowing dancers to “have
a voice in the choreography
is rare,” says Polston. He
will be dancing two duets
with Abel. In one they are
bound together at the wrists,
symbolically
representing
marriage’s golden knot.
In another, they dance on
different levels, performing
on a platform above the stage
before tumbling over one
another to the ground level.

Inspiration

Abel, “is to be the one speaking through this art form,”
And she claims she has a lot to say. The themes of the
pieces or concerts she creates— love, longing, healing,
relationships—are most important to her. “The messages
are uplifting,” she says, “and meant to inspire, and touch
people’s hearts.”

Starting from Scratch

The World is Breathing marks Abel’s return, after a
10-year hiatus, to the arena of choreographing, dancing
in, and producing concerts. Since her last production was
in 1997, she was basically forced to start from scratch
contacting dancers and assembling the company, The
process of finding just the right troupe members took time,
but ultimately in addition to herself, she recruited nine
dancers—three males and six females—who range in age
from their 20s to 40s.
Abel’s partner Jeffrey Polston, like all of the members
of the ensemble, dances with other companies and is on
board for this project only. He has just returned from

Abel’s inspiration for this
concert began a year and half
ago and has been a collaborative effort with her husband,
musician and composer Lee Perlman. Abel explains, that
in the summer of 2005, she and her husband would take
walks and talk about what they were trying to say, and
how each piece would fit. “We wanted to do a concert
about being centered in the world, and connected to our
breath, and what pulls us away from that,” she recalls. She
conceived of it as an evening length piece, comprised of
different parts. “Each segment,” she explains, expresses
“a different aspect of breathing into our centeredness
or of being pulled off center by delusion, desire, and
suffering.”
The creative process is most interesting, indeed. Abel
and Perlman had a message to communicate, so they
began with the lyrics and the music. “We put some ideas
together,” says Abel, “and then started translating them
into Sanskrit with the help of a glossary.” Eventually,
they checked with a Sanskrit scholar, who assisted in
converting ideas into Sanskrit lyrics.
Next, they met with four musician friends. The
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six artists spent weekends
in Maine working together
composing and arranging the music.
“As the music came into existence,”
says Abel, “the individual dances drew
more into focus. We would create
a melody and then begin to see what
would be happening in the ‘story line’
when we played that melody.”

Music and Melody

Eventually, they added other
musicians to the core group. At this
point, says Abel, “The music and
dance entered into a relationship of
dialectical development.” After the
musicians presented a version of one
of the melodies, she would begin to
choreograph to it or as she says, “try
it on the dancers.” Then she’d return to
the musicians and inform them about
such things as “where the music needed to move or what
tempo worked best,” and the musicians would amend
their compositions.
For this creation says Abel, the dances “follow two
metaphorical themes: The Eye of the Heart, Mayallusion
(Maya is Sanskrit for ‘illusion’), and The Golden Knot
follow a couple, who represent our longing to genuinely
see each other (and all of reality) unmediated and as we
truly are. They, like most of us retreat into desire and
fantasy to avoid the demands of being fully alive and
present. The Healing Circle and Chaitanya (Sanskrit
for ‘life force’, ‘aliveness’) express our
power
to heal each other; in offering healing,
we ourselves are healed. In
the flow of connection,
we can experience pure
aliveness.
Prana I,
Prana II, Prana III
(Prana is Sanskrit for
‘breath’) lace together the
segments of these stories,
showing the sustaining power
o f
breath in all of its different
textures.”
Perfecting her artistic vision
persists right through the practice
period. Earlier this month as the
first rehearsal with live musicians
and dancers on stage together, the
continued creative process was
evident. As the musicians played,
vocalists sang and dancers moved
on stage, Perlman monitored the
music and Abel was in the center
of the activity, directing both the
movements and the tempo, slowing
the musicians at times, clapping
her hands to increase the action
and waving her hand to quiet
it. Throughout it all, a videotape
camera recorded the action. Abel
notes that often watching videos
after the fact, she and her husband
will see something in the dance
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between
Abel’s
two
professional
outlets—
her dance school and her dance
company—is inevitable. “Each is
very important to the other,” says
Abel, who develops movement
material for the choreography in
her adult classes and incorporates
some of the material into her teenage
classes. Abel believes this creative
interchange benefits her choreography
because she is contributing movement
she has already tried out at the
school. Conversely, she feel her
dance classes benefit from the fact
that the “movement itself is often
finer and more dynamic when [she] is
working hard to create performance
material.” When her students attend a
professional performance, they often
see movement phrases they recognize
from their classes. “The students are
what needs to happen musically and make adjustments to the
excited to be part of the creative process,” says Abel,
work.
“and to be working with someone who is actively
preparing for a concert.”

The Final Element - Costuming

A final element in the process is the costuming. Pat
Romeo Gilbert of Bushell Drive, Lexington, is the head
costume designer for this concert. Last spring, when Cilbert’s
younger daughter Rachel, who is now a freshman in college,
was taking dance with Abel as she had done for many years,
Gilbert volunteered to help with Abel’s professional concert.
“She has great ideas and has been a great creative collaborator
and wonderful sewer,” says Abel. The two women make all
the fabric and costume choices together, and Abel is “thrilled
with the outcome.”

Whether it’s students or adults who attend the
concert, Abel says she wants the audience “ to feel like
a door was opened to internal insights.”
She want them “to experience a vision of what it is
like to be in the flow, of the comedy and tragedy of being
pulled out of our inner contentment by delusional desire,
and of the healing that can come from reconnecting
with ourselves, our community and our world.”
The Deborah Abel Dance Company will be
Performing The World is Breathing, an evening of
modern dance performances Friday, January 26 at
7:30 pm, and Saturday January 27 at 3 pm, at Kresge
Auditorium, M.I.T., 77 Mass. Ave., Cambridge,
Massachusetts.

In addition, high school junior, Caro Fink, who
also takes lessons with Abel, has created one
of the costumes for the show. Abel asked
Fink to join in the costume creation when
she recognized her creative inspirations
Tickets are $20 general admission, $15 for children,
after seeing costumes Fink
senior
citizens, and BDA members.
For further
constructed for her own
information
or
reservations
call
(978)
239-8296
dance routines.
The

connection

The World is
Breathing

Friday, January
26, at 7:30 pm
Saturday January
27, at 3 pm
Kresge
Auditorium M.I.T.
, 77 Mass. Ave.
Cambridge
(978) 239-8296

