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Dancing Through Time

Dancer Jody Sperling Reflects on the Past

By Talia Bloch

n time-lapse photography, time

is cullapsed so rhat, for exam-

ple. a house thal might take
three monrhs to build goes up In
threg minutes on screen and a year
of seasons passes before the eyes in
30 seconds. It is this same effect
that dancer and choreographer Jody
aperling says she is (rying to
aclieve with her dance, not by col
lapsing a process that would take
hours into a few minutes, but by
overlaying modern dance tech
niques with choreographic ele-
ments thal recall how the body
moved in past eras

Sperling, who named her dance
company "Time Lapse Dance” and
who Is also a scholar of dance, has
spent the past six vears studying
and drawing on the dances of Loie
Fuller, a late nineteenth-century
chorevgrapher and dancer who
transformed skirt dancing—a dance
form traditionally performed by
young women in music halls and
salons—into an art form. Sperling
danced her first Fuller-style piece,
“Butterfly Dance,” in 1997, It was
part of a collaboration with social
dance historian and film choreogra-
pher Elizabeth  Aldrich whom
Sperling met while working on
Oxford University Presss "Inter-
national Encyclopedia of Dance.”
After that, says Sperling, " wanted
to do something thar was in the
style of Loie Fuller, but that was a
modern choreography and that
would work for a contempaorary
viewer.” Suo she set about experi-
menting, using two of the elements
central to Fuller's own dances: fab
ric and light.

Sperling s two latest pieces based
on Fuller’s skirt dances are “Dance
of the Elements,” which consists of
a suite of dances, and “La Nuit." In
"Dance of the Elements” Sperling
transforms hersell into an alternate-
ly billowing, fQowing and spiraling
figure representing carth, water,
wind, fire and ether. In “La Nuit”
she Is covered in a black cape,

which she manipulates to great
effect, eventually revealing a star
studded evening gown thal mirrors
the night sky. Sperling's use of fab-
ric is mesmerizing, her layering ol
madern and past dance technigues
Is inmovative, and she dances with
remarkable grace and precision,

Most recently, says Sperling, she
has become engrossed in another
aspect of Fuller's life and work, one
that perhaps connects more closely
with Sperling’s own past. Fuller,
who suffered from several physical
ailments, also had a role In a play
called "Quack MD," in which she
played a hypnotized patient. This
play and an interest in stage hypno-
tism have Inspired Sperling’s latest
piece, "Sympt-o-matic,” in which,
as Sperling explains il, she draws
on “the idea ol performing your
own Ilness [that] becomes very
important at the time." “Sympt-o-
matic” opens with a question and
answer session between patient and
doctor and ends with the patient
writhing in a sequence of convul-
slons, Sperling plays the doctor.
The patient, played by Melissa
Rodnon, is never still throughout
the dance.

“Twentieth century bodies are
different from 19th century bodies.
The symptoms that you read ahout
when you read about hysterics—
that's just the way you would have a
hysterical fit in the 19th century
Bul you wouldn't have a hysterical
fit the same way today, because
people express their physicality dif
ferently In every era,” explains
Sperling.

It is this sort of collapse or lapse
in tme that “Sympt-o-matic”
evokes, Bul “Sympt o -matic”—
with its hysterical fits, Its uncanny
hypnotic movements and its pro

Jected shadows of a docror's con-

trolling hand-—is a work that brings
into play yet another layer of time,
one that reaches beyond the history
of dance and movement (o
Sperling's own family past

Sperling’s paternal grandparents,
Otto and Melitta Sperling, were
both psychoanalysts. And although
Melitta died when Sperling was just
three years ald in 1973, Otto, a man
whno had studied with Freud—and
who died just shy of 103 in 2002
was an important presence in
Sperling's life,

Despite himself, it was Otto who
inspired Sperling with a love ol
dance. "He loved the aris and he
loved music particularly,” says
Sperling, and he used to take his
young granddaughter to the ballet
and concerts. Nevertheless, he
thought that the aris did not make
for proper professions. hecause
they did nol bring in a steady
income. To discourage her from
becoming an  artisi,
grandfather had certain stock cau-
tionary tales that he used (o repeat
“He would say things like when he
Gyvmnasivm, he loved
Shakespeare and they would do
Shakespeare plays. He had a very
good memaory, so he gol the big
parts, but he couldn't act.” so, as the
story goes, he never became an
aclor. Or “he would say he wrote
poetry, but he was so glad someone
told him he had no talent.” “It was
the money lear. His daughter
became an arrist,” Sperling adds

This fear of becoming destitute
and the worry that his children or
his granddaughior would not be
able to support themselves, is a
salient thread in Sperling s recollec-
tions of her grandfather, Like many
lellow immigrants, Outo, who [led
Vienna for New York in 1938, along
with his wife and two voung chil-
dren, had to put in long hours (o
reestablish himself, The [ear of
being without means never left him.

Yet, for all his experiences and
his long life, Otio was a quiel man,
a listener, according to Sperling.
who did not speak ar length about
his childhood and younp adulthood
in Vienna. "There was more of a
forgetting or a moving on" she
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Drawing on the work of the legendary dancer Loie Fuller, dancer and choreographer Jody Sperling

uses light and fabric to represent the elements in "Dance of the Elements.”
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