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The events in this book take place between October 1974 and March 1975 as 
Kei Takei’s dance company, Moving Earth, is preparing for the first complete 
performance of her epic dancework, Light. Four locations occur frequently:

Hudson Street, where the story begins, is a loft in the Tribecca district of 
Lower Manhattan. The windows face south toward the twin towers of the World 
Trade Center a few blocks away. Mal and Kei live here.

17th Street, where most of the rehearsals take place, is a loft in the Chelsea 
district of Manhattan. Several dancers live here, including two members of Moving 
Earth.

International House is a residence hall for foreign students near the 
Riverside Church on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. It houses a gymnasium-
auditorium where several important rehearsals take place.

The Lepercq Space, where the performance takes place, is a former 
ballroom on the second floor of the Brooklyn Academy of Music.

The complete performance occurs at the end of a weekend devoted to Light: 
Parts 1-6 on Thursday night, Part 7 on Friday night, and Parts 8-9 on Saturday 
night. The complete work, lasting seven hours including intermissions, is performed 
Sunday afternoon and evening, March 2, 1975.

When the story begins Parts 1-8 are already created and Part 9 is about to 
unfold.
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Chronology of Light through 1975

Part 1 Premiere:  February 1969 at Dance Theater Workshop
Duration:  about 8 minutes
Performers:  5
Sound:  leaves rustling in sacks carried on the dancers’ backs; Takei 
rocking on her back on the floor

Part 2 Premiere:  August 1970 at the Cubiculo
Duration:  about 12 minutes
Performers:  3
Sound:  taped collage by Geki Koyama

Part 3 Premiere:  November 1970 at Dance Theater Workshop
Duration:  about 25 minutes
Performers:  5
Sound:  rainfall; recorded by Lloyd Ritter

Part 4 Premiere:  December 1970 at the Cubiculo
Duration:  about 35 minutes
Performers:  6
Sound:  heartbeats, explosions, a piano being destroyed; recorded and 
mixed by Lloyd Ritter
Set:  23' x 27'  Styrofoam jigsaw puzzle designed by Maxine Klein

Part 5 Premiere:  August 1971 at American Theatre Laboratory
Duration:  about 25 minutes
Performers:  3 or multiples of 3
Sound:  drumming by Marcus Parsons III

Part 6 Premiere:  December 1971 at The Kitchen
Duration:  about 30 minutes
Performers: any even number beginning with 8
Sound:  improvisations by Marcus Parson III, drums, 
and Jacques Coursil, amplified trumpet

Part 7 “Diary of the Field”
Premiere:  April 1973 at International House
Duration:  about 90 minutes
Performers: 9-12
Sound:  crickets, farm animals, electric guitar, Takei talking; recorded 
and mixed by Lloyd Ritter
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Part 8 Premiere:  January 1974 at Clark Center
Duration:  about 60 minutes
Performers: 8
Sound:  section 1, handclapping

 section 2, rainfall; recorded by Lloyd Ritter
 section 3, Buddhist chants
 section 4, dried beans thrown on the floor, words spoken by   
 the performers

Part 9 Premiere:  March 1975 at the Lepercq Space, Brooklyn Academy of 
Music
Duration:  about 30 minutes
Performers at the premiere: 16
Sound:  spoken words, footsteps of the dancers, a metal-bottom seat 
cushion dropped on the floor
Set:  5-page book, 45' x 27', made of muslin and joined by aluminum 
hoops; designed by Maxine Klein, Vince Lalomia, and others
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Sunday evening, October 20, Hudson Street

The party for Elsi’s mother

Richmond arrives precisely at 4:00 with Nancy Scher. They talk with Kei 
about whether or not Nancy should join the group. Richmond thinks she might not 
understand the way Kei works, but Kei doesn’t seem worried. “Sometimes fight,” 
she says, “next day okay.”  I have the impression she wants Nancy to join, but she 
doesn’t say so. “You can putting that somewhere,” she tells Richmond. He picks up a 
gallon of rosé wine and Kei goes back to the kitchen.

I ask Nancy and Richmond what the problem is about joining the group. “We 
live together,” Nancy says.

Richmond: “I would feel strained, cerebral. I’d have to do a lot more thinking 
about what I said. I don’t want that. I want to be totally free.”

Nancy tells me she studied at Juilliard. A few days ago she went to a class of 
Kei’s. At one point everyone was supposed to go across the floor while doing 
movements of some kind. It seemed to be Richmond’s turn, but he didn’t move. 
Actually he could choose his own timing, but Nancy nudged him. “I didn’t feel it 
yet,” he says to me. He sounds annoyed.

I ask again why there would be a problem if they both wanted to work in 
Kei’s way.

Nancy: “We both fear the process of going through a change, of learning a 
new way. Isn’t that right, Richmond?”

Richmond (slowly, quietly, from across the studio): “I don’t know. I really 
don’t know.”

Later on I hear Nancy say she’ll be in Part 6.

Others arrive, then Elsi’s mother, who’s visiting from Peru, and three 
relatives. Mrs. Miranda has presents for us: bibs for wine bottles made of felt and 
decorated to resemble the torso of a butler, and multicolored potholders. I choose a 
gold bib with red buttons.

Nat Tileston, a photographer, comes in with Erin Martin. When I tell him I 
want to do a book about Kei, he says he’d like to help. How typical, I think. People 
always want to help Kei. “Why?”  I ask.

“I do a lot of dance pictures. I like to work with dancers.”

“But why Kei?”

There’s a long pause. “She’s got a primordial, essential quality that I enjoy.” 
He pauses. “My relationship with Kei has always been nonverbal. We don’t sit down 
and talk, but we understand each other.”

“How do you communicate?”

“I don’t know. Mutual affection, I guess. Erin and I are very close. Erin and 
Kei are very close. Partly it’s because I work here.” He has a loft upstairs. It’s not 
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finished yet and he uses the shower that Mal and Kei put in. He works nights for a 
telephone answering service.

Mal arrives. He’s been performing a children’s show somewhere. 
Immediately he’s sent out to turn on the heat. He knows where the thermostat is and 
how to bypass the weekend turn-off mechanism. People start talking about how they 
get heat in their own buildings. Joan’s method is to wrap ice cubes around the 
thermostat. Soon we smell warm metal.

7:30:  Twelve or fourteen people are scattered around the studio. Kei talks 
with Elsi’s relatives, who sit  in a row on a bench. Mrs. Miranda doesn’t say much. 
Instead she watches me taking notes. Elsi and Joan sit together on the floor. Erin, 
Nat, and John de Marco talk together, squatting on a rolled-up rug. The others play 
with the cats. Rock music is on. Out in the street a burglar alarm rings.
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Wednesday afternoon, October 23, 17th Street

The start of Part 9
Everyone’s late. Only Wendy talks. John de Marco is off by himself staring 

out the front windows as he changes clothes.

Is it a post-performance letdown? Saturday they did a complete run-through 
of Part 7, the creation myth, for an invited audience. Maybe it’s the weather. It’s 
humid and cloudy. Even Kei, when I catch her eye, says nothing and looks away. I 
wonder if she’s angry. I suggested yesterday that when she gets around to doing Part  
9 she put me in it somewhere so I can write some of this book from the point of view 
of a performer. “I thinking about it,” she said, and right away I knew it was wrong to 
ask. I must learn to keep quiet.

The warm-ups are gentle. Nobody moves much. They just stretch. Then Kei 
whispers something that brings everyone to their feet and into a circle, arms linked. 
Mal is absent. After some kicks to loosen up, Kei introduces leaps and hops. Soon 
they’re all breathing heavily. They start to chatter but stop short when Kei sits down. 
They join her on the floor. “We start new piece,” she says. I pick up my notebook 
and move closer.

Kei says something about activity, activities and relationships. “Sometimes 
boy-woman, or two boys and woman, or two woman. Relationship always change.” 
She puts her fingers on the floor to show how sometimes it’s two people and 
sometimes three. She says more but I can’t follow it. She starts talking about a big 
book. “Imag big book. Many pages turning over.” She makes a book out of her hands 
and shows the pages rising a foot or so above the floor and turning over. “Turn over 
maybe four time. Each page different. It turns, page gone. New page come up.” John 
Parton brightens up. “Ohhh,” he says.

“We start with movement. Space, order come after. Imag machine – always 
move. Imag many bird. Sometimes coming one after other, sometimes all at once.”

She says again they will work on the movement first. She also says she’ll 
need a lot of extra time, and they nod agreement. Before they stand up, Parton asks. 
“What Part is this, Kei?”

Calmly, with a Japanese smile, “This is 9,” she replies.
They cluster at one end of the loft. Then, with Kei in the lead, they march 

across the floor, nodding their heads down-up in time with each step. They cross 
back, this time nodding their heads back-up. Again they march, revolving their heads 
side-front-side-back. They repeat this. Kei changes it to left-front-right-front-left-
back-left front. They march for two lengths of the studio using that pattern. Now they 
tilt their heads from side to side, right-left-right-left. The tempo never changes, about 
80 beats a minute. They do horizontal thrusting movements with the head: front-
center-back-center-right-center-left center. Someone calls this “The Egyptian.” They 
try swirling their heads in a circle to the right and to the left. This patterns needs 
more counts than the others, but the marching tempo stays the same.

They do the whole series, marching up and down the room. John de Marco 
says they forgot the side-to-side tilts, so they go back and do the series again.
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Now they do the series while marching in single file instead of in a cluster, 
crossing the room on diagonals. Kei stands on the sidelines to watch. They forget 
what comes next and the tempo drags, so she begins to clap each beat and call out 
the changes. The thrusting movement she calls “gypsh-eon.” There seems to be a 
game going on to see who can get the sequence right. They come to the end and go 
through it again.

Kei goes on to shoulder movements: rolls to the front, rolls to the back, 
thrusts to the front, thrusts to the back. Then shoulder tilts to the right and tilts to the 
left. She tries an alternating shoulder thrust, forward with the right shoulder, then 
forward with the left, but it’s hard to coordinate this with the marching steps and she 
abandons it.

She goes on to forearm and finger movements, and wrist rotations.

It’s now the 26th time they’ve gone through the series. They walk it through 
twice more. “We have to learn long, long more,” Kei says, “but maybe we stop here. 
Let’s try slower.”

She reduces the tempo to about 60 beats a minute. This time there’s a lot of 
stumbling when the group gets to the section where they tilt and swirl their heads.

Kei divides them into two groups of three each and one group of two and tells 
them they should “relate.” The groups can begin at different times, but within each 
group the movements should be in unison. Although the individuals in each group 
will begin close together, they should separate and come back together now and then. 
They should “explore the space.”

So they start out. Two people walk side-by-side, nodding and tilting their 
heads. Two others hold hands. Parton is off by himself. I can’t tell where the rest of 
his group is. Barbara is facing her partner and marching backwards, both are doing 
the finger and wrist movements. Two others are standing in place, marking time and 
tilting their shoulders up and down. The tempo is no longer uniform throughout the 
room.

Kei decides to do the series in single file again. She wants the path to zigzag 
in tight lines across the width of the studio. She tells them to take smaller steps and 
she slows the tempo to about 40.

When the zigzag path is completed (it’s now the 31st time they’ve gone 
through the series), Kei stands motionless. Everyone watches her. After a few 
seconds she has them do a flapping movement for the elbows, moving them up and 
down from the sides of the body, again in a steady rhythm. She adds a twisting 
sequence for the arms fully extended to the sides, and then a rotary arm swing, first 
to the front and then  to the back.

They go through the sequence beginning with “whiskers,” the wrist 
movement. This time they stand in a circle facing inward. Then they go back into 
single file with Kei in the middle of the line. She too needs to look around for cues. 
When they finish they clarify something among themselves and start off again in 
single file around the room. Up, down, across, and back. It’s the 42nd time through.

Kei calls for a break. In a moment I hear water running in the kitchen and a 
jar lid being unscrewed. Kei fetches Barbara and teaches her a phrase from Part 2, a 
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combination of looping arms, bends and stop-motion recoveries from the waist, and 
five steps forward. Joan pours tea. The other women join Barbara and begin a slow 
procession down the length of the loft using the phrase I’ve just seen. 

Richmond lies down on the floor, watches awhile, and falls asleep. 

John Parton stays back in the kitchen reading a murder mystery.
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Thursday night, October 24, Hudson Street

“Simple tea?” Kei asks. I take the mug she offers into the studio where Mal 
and John de Marco are lying on their backs on the floor, knees up. Kei joins them. 

Mal was talking today with the Brooklyn Academy people about rehearsal 
time. “We won’t be able to spend much time there, Kei,” he says. “They rent the 
space in the daytime. After 5:00 we can’t use it because they have to pay a lot of 
unions to keep it open. We can have it the week we’re performing. I guess we’ll have 
to use that time for techs.” He says he tried to explain how Kei needs to study the 
space and work in it. “Maybe we can have some time the week before. They said to 
call a week ahead and see if it’s rented. It’s usually not rented on less than a week’s 
notice. If it’s not, we can have it from 9:00 to 1:00 and 1:00 to 5:00.” He tells Kei 
that if she wants a large space they can probably use the auditorium at International 
House.

“Not same,” she replies. “Every week I have go to Brooklyn, just think.”

Mal: “It won’t be possible, Kei.”

Kei: “Going to be very hard.”

They practice the farmer things from Part 7, “Diary of the Field.” When 
they’ve finished Kei goes to the kitchen and Mal brings out the last of the party rosé. 
The conversation turns again to the Brooklyn Academy of Music. “Kei, we’ve got to 
find someone to do sound for us, someone who’s really organized.” Mal looks over 
at me. “It’s important to have someone who really enjoys what you’re doing. If it’s 
someone who can barely stand to watch you, well … ” He turns away. Kei suggests, 
“Somebody from class?” Mal adds, “The sound people at the Academy are 
unionized. You have to handle them with kid gloves.”

John asks about Kei’s visa. The forms are finally in. She has letters of 
recommendation and also approval from the Japanese government. Kei’s 
immigration lawyer says it’s just a formality now, but Mal tells the story I’ve heard 
before, how last year they told Kei she had thirty days to leave the country. It comes 
out that Elsi in an illegal alien. She’s been able to get by for five or six years, and 
Mal says that if she can make it to eight, she’ll be okay. “The immigration people 
think if you’ve been away from home eight years, you’ve broken your ties.” Mal 
says his own case is okay because he’s Welsh.
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Friday afternoon, October 25, 17th Street

Kei rehearses the movements for Part 9 again.

“Joanie, don’t move torso … Very sharp … Just head … Don’t move body … 
Good.” (To me: “This head is very hard one.”) “Just shoulder … Don’t move chest 
… Just shoulder … Don’t move back … Don’t bounce arm … Just move finger.”

This continues for over an hour. Nothing is done with the space. There’s no 
relating. Elsi’s mother, who came to watch, carries her chair to the front windows 
and crochets something with bright colors in it.

Vince Lalomia, the group’s lighting designer, comes in at 3:00 to make 
diagrams of the movements in Part 1. Afterwards Kei goes on to Part 2. She’s 
brought two large bundles of rags for Joan and Barbara to wear on their backs. 
(Yesterday Mal told me Kei will be sewing a third bundle for Amy.) 

Barbara needs to work more on the movement. It hasn’t grown into her body 
yet. Later, during a break, Joan and Amy teach her to stoop more, to tilt her head 
back more, to raise her chest higher, and to open her arms 
out more.

In single file the three rag women begin the phrase, 
repeating it over and over while following a path that 
makes four decreasing loops around Elsi and Wendy. 

Tonight, when I’m talking with a friend, he asks 
why I’m smiling. “I just thought of something. How many 
choreographers are there who can invent a single phrase 
and repeat it over and over for twelve minutes, and after 
you’ve watched it you still don’t feel you’ve seen it – you 
want to keep on watching?”

 Elsi and Wendy haven’t quite learned to coordinate the stumbling slow-
motion walk they do together down the length of the room. Vince tells me that the 
last time he lit the piece the walk was done by one person alone. He asks Kei why 
she’s changing it. “Center person wasn’t strong enough. Around people more 
stronger. Balance. Also, space is very big this time.”

Four minutes into the dance we turn and watch the rag women go round. 
Wendy and Elsi fall forward, a split second apart.
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Saturday afternoon, October 26, 17th Street

The women sit in a circle. They were here an hour ago to wash the floor. Kei 
and Barbara still have kerchiefs around their heads. Now, as the women begin to 
stretch their legs and spines, streaks of drying wood shift back and forth around 
them.

I seem to be watching a timeless ceremony: women cleaning, women sitting 
together, women tending their bodies, women talking in soft voices. I remember a 
few weeks ago when Kei had an evening rehearsal for the men. When the work was 
done, she went immediately to the kitchen. We sat on the floor along the sides of a 
low table, and as the food was ready she brought us bowls of soup, then some 
vegetables fried tempura, then tea. I think we all felt guilty. Mal said he’s never been 
able to break her of the habit. As we were finishing she sat on the floor at one corner 
of the table and ate what we had left.

Kei leaves the circle of women and crouches at the end of the studio, staring 
into the space. Her eyes never blink. She pulls a half sheet of paper from a plastic 
purse and lays it on the floor beside her, along with a pen and a stop watch.

She draws seven upended rectangles on the paper and numbers them 1 to 7, 
with 1 on the right and 7 on the left. She looks up. Then she draws some circles and 
oblongs in each rectangle. She looks up again. She’s been thinking recently of 
changing the placement of dancers in section 3 of Part 1.

She writes down the timing of each section in minutes and seconds. At first 
it’s

30        1.15   40    45    45     25    1.45

7   6   5    4     3      2      1

but after a preliminary run-through it becomes

30 1.15  30   45     1     20    1.45

7   6   5    4     3      2      1

Suddenly I realize that Part 1 is laregly about time. It’s about the lengths of 
sections, about the speeds that individuals move, about the density of differences in 
speeds (whether people are all moving fast or slow, or a little of both, or changing 
from one to the other, or moving in some direction as a group either fast or slow – or 
not moving as a group, just staying in the same general area). And Kei – she rocks 
back and forth on her back, steady as a metronome. She’s the one who measures 
time.
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Sunday afternoon, October 27, 17th Street

The painting party

I knew how it would look: cupboards and mattresses piled helter-skelter, 
tangles of fluorescent lighting, drip cloths, sticky white paint.

Kei works alone on the baseboards, crouched over a paint can. She’s wearing 
a navy-blue sweatshirt turned inside out. There’s not a drop of paint on it.

The others are back in a corner. I join them. The wall flakes under my roller, 
which probably means the paint won’t stay there very long. I say something about it, 
but no one seems worried.

After a while I tell Joan I have to leave. It’s not true. She must know. Still, 
she gets down from her ladder and thanks me. She says, “Thank you for helping,” 
and something in her voice tells me she really means it.
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Sunday night, October 28, The NYU School of the Arts

“An Evening with Anna Halprin”

Joan is here and Amy and Wendy and Mal and Kei. Anna, who’s founder-
director of the San Francisco Dancer’s Worshop, begins by showing slides of people 
playing on a beach, painting their faces, climbing rocks, etc. Then she talks about 
group dynamics. Finally she has everyone in the room holding hands in a chain.

People begin swaying and stamping their feet. They chant a single pitch that’s 
punctuated regularly for air. A young man accompanies on a conga drum. Two 
people go off to the side and make slow spirals around each other. They could be 
under water. It gets warm and someone opens the windows.

I try to keep track of where Kei is, but she’s so small I lose sight of her. I 
walk around to where I saw her last and catch a glimpse of her face, eyes closed, 
deep inside a cave of chests and elbows.

The chain breaks up and I begin to hear individual voices. A black guy in 
baggy Middle Eastern-style pants writhes on the floor with pointed toes. He keeps 
bumping into people. 

Out on the street a man asks me where the party is and how to get in.

15



Tueaday evening, October 29, Hudson Street

I wonder if Richmond’s body ever hurts. He never begins a rehearsal 
languidly like most dancers do. He doesn’t just hang from the waist. He pulls himself 
over, forces his toes up, somersaults into a shoulder stand and then down and up into 
a backbend. It’s all smooth and controlled, but it makes me wince.

Kei studies a page from a looseleaf notebook. It’s got diagrams and stick 
figures drawn on it, plus a lot of Japanese characters. She tells me it’s her score for 
section 2 of Part 8, a solo dance.

She tells Richmond to lie down on his back (which he does instantly) and to 
“imag” a ball dropping from the ceiling. He’s to get over to the spot where it’s falling 
so it will land on his chest. He should hold it there with his arms and legs. Quickly 
he squirms over a few feet and his legs and arms shoot up into the air.

“Grab awhile,” Kei says. “Leaves away,” she exhales.

He does the maneuver twice more. Kei asks him to slow it down and make it 
seem as though the floor is sticky and hard on move on. This time, when his arms 
and legs close in, they look like the curling legs of a dying cockroach.

“Uh, uh, good,” Kei says.

Richmond pushes himself around the floor some more catching imaginary 
balls. He changes the size of the ball from time to time. His eyes have an intensity 
that startles me. He tells Kei he likes the movement.

She goes on to a side-to-side rocking movement that begins with Richmond 
lying on his back. Gradually the rocking increases so that he’s almost standing at the 
ends of each arc. “That’s nice. It’s a good thing. I like it,” he says.

Kei turns away to answer the phone. Richmond keeps practicing. He tries to 
find a way he can balance his weight at the far ends of the arc so that he can control 
the fall and be ready to the roll up the other side. I think how lucky Kei is to have 
him for the part.

She tells him that balls will now be thrown at his face. They will knock his 
chin down. He’s to run here and there to receive them. The way he darts back and 
forth reminds me of a tennis player. Again I notice his eyes. Kei tells him to rest. He 
seems puzzled but he squats down. She squats in front of him.

She has another phrase to teach him. It begins from the squatting position 
they’re in. First the eyes go back and forth, side to side, then the head and shoulders 
get carried along. The torso joins in. He rises up, twisting side to side. His arms flail 
out and legs rise up and out. He’s out of breath again. Kei tells him to rest.

He says he likes this one too. It feels like he’s flying when he gets to the top 
of the arcs. But it has to be looser at the end. It’s too tight now. “These are good,” he 
says. “Very hard, huh?” Kei asks. “Yes. I like that.” He offers to come again next 
Tuesday to practice some more.

They go back over the face-hitting part. Richmond asks if the balls are 
coming from everywhere. “Yes,” Kei replies.
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Again he’s out of breath. Kei motions for him to sit down in front of her. “I 
think that’s it today,” she says. There’s an expression on her face, a smile that 
changes the shape of her eyes, which usually remain stationary, impassive. And she’s 
holding one hand up with the fingers slightly curved, suspended. What is she 
feeling?

Richmond asks if there are any good performances he should see. He 
mentions Richard Foreman’s Ontological Hysterical Theater, which is doing 
something this week. “What?” Kei asks amazed. We both pronounce it for her. “Oh 
gosh,” she exclaims.

Mal walks out from the back to say he just bought a little electric oven. He’s 
wanted one for a long time to make casseroles in. Today he made a pumpkin pie. It’s 
delicious. Kei taps the last crumbs from the pie pan, mixes them with cream, and 
licks up the pile. Richmond responds by licking the last smears of pumpkin from his 
own plate.
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Wednesday afternoon, October 30, 17th Street

The warmups seem especially full today. Kei adds a lot of things for the 
calves and feet and checks everyone’s posture. She pulls and tugs until everyone’s 
spine is properly aligned.

They’re up to 150 jumps. It’s become a routine at most rehearsals. Kei counts 
in Japanese while they jump up and down together in a circle. She adds ten jumps 
every day. Mal says it’s for endurance, which they will need in Brooklyn. Kei says 
it’s for greater lightness. The women have stopped complaining about sore calf 
muscles.

They work on the Part 9 movements again, walking up and down the room. 
There’s nothing new to watch so I listen to the sounds: the steady thuds of bare feet, 
the cracking of ankle joints, the creak now and then of floor boards.

They go through everything they’ve learned four times. Then they start 
combining movements – one of the head things with one of the chest things and so 
on. I begin to see how eerie it will look. The mechanized way by which Kei is 
choosing movements to be combined almost guarantees that there will be no 
appearance of a natural body flow.

She says they should try 
marching on their sides. 
Huh? They don’t believe her 
at first, but then they 
experiment. John de Marco 
figures out how it to do it. 
He balances himself on one 
ankle, a hip, shoulder, and 
one hand, and raising his 
body slightly at just the 
right moment, he drags 

himself along and rotates his legs in an almost natural looking way. With John out 
front the bunch of them starts marching sideways over the floor, nodding their heads 
from side to side.
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Thursday night, October 31, 17th Street

Halloween Party & Costume Ball

Bring a bottle, bring a loaf, bring a game, bring a friend
Come costumed, come dancing, come singing, come juggling,

rolling, bouncing, jumping . . . 

With love from Avi Davis, Alice Duskey, Joan Schwartz

It’s getting crowded. I ask Kei if she wants to dance. Wendy and her friend in 
the blue tee shirt move closer. We become a quartet. We change partners. We switch 
back again.

God I love the way dancers dance.

19



Friday afternoon, November 1, 17th Street

Today’s announcements

The New York State Council on the Arts is going to give the group $4,150 toward the 
cost of preparing the Brooklyn performances. This is almost $1,000 more than Mal 
applied for.

The posters for potential out-of-town tour dates are printed.

The Philippe Petit we met at the party last night is the aerialist who walked between 
the towers of the World Trade Center. He was staying at Wendy’s while he planned 
the stunt. She says if was hard keeping it a secret.

Bob Pierce, the number-two dance critic at The Village Voice, has been fired. The 
new owner says he doesn’t need two dance critics.

The group rehearses Part 9 again, preceded by an hour of massage to relieve 
hangovers and back pains.
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Saturday afternoon, November 2, 17th Street

Kei teaches the caterpillar dance from Part 4 to five of the company: Elsi, 
Mal, Amy, Joan, and John de Marco. Two years ago, when I first saw this dance, I 
couldn’t figure out the rhythm. Now I see why: With their voices the dancers are 
counting one thing but with their feet they’re stamping something else. What I’m 
hearing from their feet is a repeating 11-beat phrase containing accented footfalls 
that divide the phrase into four units, 4 beats + 3 beats + 2 beats + 1 beat (there is no 
footfall on the 11th beat):

beats: 1      2      3      4      5      6      7      8      9      10      11

accents:           ↓                              ↓                      ↓               ↓
footfalls: 1      2      3      4      1      2      3      1      2       1        --

But visually, the accent pattern produces three units, 5 beats + 3 beats + 1 
beat:

                                ↓                      ↓               ↓
movements: 1      2      3      4      5      1      2      3       1      2        --

Each visual unit ends with one knee raised high accompanied by a simultaneous turn 
of the head. The last of these visual accents is held for 2 beats.

The shape they make is a multiheaded decipede. They stand close behind one 
another with hands on the elbows of the person in front. At first Mal and Elsi, who 
already know Part 4, are in the lead, then Kei arranges everyone according to size. 
John, who’s tallest, takes the lead. They weave in and out of the pillars down one 
side of the room. They split apart to become three smaller creatures then reassemble 
again.

Kei calls a break. She pulls out some football and baseball pictures from The 
New York Times. The players are reaching to catch a ball or diving toward home plate 
or another player. Umpires and referees signal. Spectators watch. Kei arranges the 
pictures in a row on the floor. There are nine of them. They all have five people in 
them except for the first two pictures which together have five. Kei puts these beside 
each other to make a pair.

“Okay,” she says, “everybody pick who they want.” Now I remember: 
Another section of Part 4 consists of eight tableaux which occur one after the other. 
The dancers hover over the pictures and choose the people they will be. It’s not 
always easy. The players in the Iowa-Penn State game are so tangled that Kei has to 
ask Mal which arms go with which legs. “Who was 81 last time?” he asks. “Sin 
Cha,” says Kei. Today it’s Joan. Kei writes their initials on the pictures in blue (for 
boy) and red (for girl). I can just make out another set of initials in black. Mal 
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doesn’t choose any players for himself. He says that if he chooses, he always ends up 
with the same person, so this time he takes the leftovers.

They start to recreate the scenes. “Kei, are we supposed to be up in the air?” 
Joan wonders. “Yes,” she answers. But Mal explains they can support each other as 
long as they don’t alter the overall shape of the tableau. As each picture falls into 
place Kei checks it out against the original clipping. Even the facial expressions have 
to be the same. Barbara comes in to see what’s happening. She tells me she did a 
dance last summer in Arizona modeled entirely on baseball pictures.

They work on how to get from one tableau to another. Kei wants the dancers 
to stand close together and then spring suddenly into place. She wants each tableau 
slightly upstage from the previous one, and she wants the time between them to vary 
– 3 counts between the first and second, then 5, 6, 3, 4, 5, and 2. After a lot of trial 
and error they figure out a system of mutally exclusive paths so they won’t bump 
into each other.

As I leave Richmond arrives to practice his solo.

22



Monday  afternoon, November 4, West 53rd Street

Conversation with Micki Wakematsu

Ten years ago Micki Makematsu was one of Kei’s dance teachers in Tokyo. 
He’s visiting the U.S. this year on a travel grant from the Japanese government. 
Yukoko Iino helps me talk to him.

Micki says Kei was a strong dancer when he taught here but she was tense, 
not flexible. He finds this a common problem among the Japanese. From infancy 
they’re taught to stand and sit straight, and they sleep always on hard beds. This 
makes for an elegant posture, even in old age, but it tightens the upper torso. Many 
dancers cannot isolate the neck, shoulders, and chest to move them independently. 
He says that flexibility exercises such as yoga and t’ai chi are as unfamiliar to most 
Japanese as they are to most Americans.

Historically Japanese modern dance is closer to the German school of Mary 
Wigman than it is to American schools. The intensity and angst in German dance 
strikes home to a Japanese theater-goer. It means something. It’s not just shapes and 
patterns. Martha Graham is also respected in Japan, partly because of the narratives 
and symbolism in her work and partly because of her emphasis on movements that 
originate in the abdomen. This looks good on a Japanese body. By contrast, the 
sweep and dive of an Isadora Duncan or Doris Humphrey look awkward. That’s 
because the Japanese body is smaller than the American and the head is 
proportionately bigger. The Japanese don’t like to see big heads flopping around.

Micki saw some of Kei’s early choreography and encouraged her. She had 
“strong images.” However, newspaper critics didn’t respond favorably. They wrote 
about deficiencies in the dancing. They disliked the sound scores, which Kei spliced 
together from bits and pieces of records and tapes. Japanese critics often talk about 
what’s wrong, Micki says. They don’t play up the good points the way many 
American critics do. As far as Micki was concerned, Kei’s weaknesses were 
superficial. “She had image, inside thing. This hard to improve. Technique easy to 
improve.”

During his stay in New York he’s seen several sections of Light. He likes 
Part 5. “That is strong image.” He also likes Kei’s solo in Part 8.

On October 19 he saw an open rehearsal of Part 7. This didn’t please him so 
much. He thought the timing was weak. Movements that should have been 
simultaneous were not always together. He’s also bothered by Kei’s portrayal of a 
cripple. Her limp isn’t consistent, and he can’t tell what kind of pain she has – 
whether it’s a constant ache or a series of shocks. He says it wasn’t “real.” There was 
no “catharsis.” After the rehearsal he suggested to Kei that she practice wearing 
shoes with different size heels so she would get a better feel for a cripple’s condition.

The balloons in Part 7 also bothered him. He understands that they represent 
grains of rice but he thinks balloons are “too much common.” He doesn’t like the 
discrepancies in size nor the way the balloons tilt this way and that on the floor. If 
they have to move, he would prefer an even rippling as though the wind were 
blowing them. However, he likes the uniform creamy-white color.
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When I ask if audiences in Japan would like the piece, he says, “Yes and no.” 
If bad dancers, Japanese won’t like.” He thinks Kei’s people need to develop more 
concentration. On the whole, though, he likes what he’s seen. “Not big element, 
small element,” he says about his criticisms. “Not bad, but improve.”
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Wednesday afternoon, November 6, 17th Street

Disagreement

After the rehearsal (Part 9 again), I say I’d like to begin talking with 
everyone individually. I’ve said already that I can’t show people what I’m writing 
because it will make them self-conscious. Today I ask them not to discuss the 
interviews. When the book is done they can talk about them.

Joan doesn’t agree. She describes a local videotape project that began in the 
wake of the television series “An American Family.” The producers of the project 
showed the tapes they were making to the group. Joan says it was good for the 
people involved, seeing their behavior through the eyes of others. The changes they 
went through became part of the filmed record. She’d like to do that here. “We 
would all develop,” and by that I think she means to include me.

I ought to be able to say, “That’s an interesting idea for a book, but it would 
be a different book from this one.” Instead I’m annoyed, and I say something about 
not wanting to turn the project into group therapy. Maybe it doesn’t come out that 
badly. However, I’m conscious of standing up, notebook in hand, while everyone 
else is sitting on the floor. In the end I say, “I can’t explain. Will you trust my 
judgment?”
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Friday afternoon, November 8, 17th Street

Goals

A new section of Part 9 today. Nothing with the upper half of the body, just 
different kinds of walking. Kei asks me to think about ideas for sound. The piece will 
be an hour long. Sound will be hard. The flat-footed stamping creates so much sound 
of its own. Even when they’re up on their toes the walking makes sounds.

Last night several of the dancers worked on Part 4. Kei says they also talked 
about me. They wonder why I’m secretive. They’re afraid I’m going too much into 
their personal lives. I might write something that will hurt the group.

All right, I’ll show them what I’m writing. No, Kei says. You don’t have to 
do that. Just talk to us. (Is it my imagination or am I having trouble catching people’s 
eyes today?)

Okay, we’ll sit down and talk. I’ll make it a point to sit on the floor. Maybe 
the best way is to have them ask me questions. 

No, I think, questions aren’t the way to handle this. Why can’t I explain what 
I’m doing? The way I explain it to others: How I distill my notes so that I end up 
with just a few essential observations. There’s a lot I leave out, mostly because I 
don’t feel strongly about it, but sometimes because it would be pointless or 
damaging.

Yes, I’m dealing with personal things. I want to show what you’re like. That 
will say something about Kei’s esthetics and methods. Yes, I want to show conflicts, 
but that’s because the nature of the conflict and the way it’s resolved will say 
something about the group. Yes, I’m going to deal with Kei’s approach to dance, but 
not like a textbook. I want to do in print what Kei does in dance.

Why am I so reluctant to say these things? I tell others. I tell them what the 
group is like, how they’ve been working together for a year now. I tell them about 
Kei’s personality and her choreography and all the things I’m discovering.

Amy:  … We’re opening up this whole process for you to see …
Joan:  … We don’t want our personal lives exposed to everybody …
Richmond:  I don’t give a fuck what you write. It’s your book. It’s got your name on 
it.
Barbara:  (silent, lying on her back)
Wendy:  (silent, sitting up, attentive)
John de Marco:  The climax for you will be the performance? That’s where you’ll 
end?
JV:  Yes … Well, maybe not. I might end just before the performance begins.
John:  That’s artificial, having everything lead up to that.
JV:  I think the fact that you’re working toward a performance gives the book a 
natural thrust and suspense. It makes it more interesting. When I’m watching you I 
wonder all the time how you’ll ever be ready. I mean, you must wonder that yourself.
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John:  You’ll describe the performance?
JV:  I don’t know. Probably not. I'll have to wait and see how I feel. If I do it will 
probably be from backstage. What I’d like to know is what you’re experiencing as 
the performance goes on.
John:  The performances aren’t the goal. That’s not what we’re here for.
Mal:  (silent, in the background)
John Parton:  I’m not thinking about the performance. It’s doing it as well as I can – 
here, right now …
Elsi:  (silent, lying on her back, head turned, watching)
Kei:  … No want to be thinking all the time, What is John writing down? Not good. 
We have to trust John.

Richmond (later, in private): As far as I’m concerned you can do whatever you want. 
It’s all fiction anyway. It’s in the past tense.
Mal (going down in the elevator):  … What the hell does John de Marco think the 
goal is?
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Saturday afternoon, November 9, 17th Street

         Today there’s an open rehearsal of Parts 1, 2, 3, and 5. Barbara 
comes up to me before it starts and asks if I’ll call her the next time I 
drive upstate. “I know it’s too late to look for mushrooms,” she says, 
“but if you go anywhere at all I’d like to come. I’m a forager.”          

         Amy arrives late. She misunderstood the time. She was supposed 
to be here at noon, not 1:00. “Anyway, it’s past 1:00 already,” Kei tells 
her. It’s 1:08.                                                                                         

         After two run-throughs of Part 3, Kei criticizes the timing of 
some passages.  “You have to be thinking about it all the time. Even 
warming up, be thinking about it,  not talking.” They weren’t in the 
right mood, she says.                                                                        

She turns to Amy. “I couldn’t believe you.” She refers to a passage in 
Part 3 in which Amy makes three attempts to run up a stepladder blindfolded. “Why 
do it three? No different. You do it third time because can’t make it first two. It didn’t 
look like you had to do it, but because choreographer made it three time.” Amy looks 
uncertain. Mal explains that it’s more a matter of energy than movement. The first 
two times should be tentative, then there comes a stronger impulse, and that carries 
her up the ladder. Kei adds, “Maybe you try once and go all way to top. Maybe you 
make it first time. That’s kind of things we have to feel.” 

The circle breaks up and Amy turns to me. “It’s distracting           when you 
do that.” (I’ve been taking notes.)

“I know,” I say, “but she’s telling me things about the dance.”

“It’s still distracting. Oh well, maybe it’s me. I’m feeling sensitive.” I touch 
her cheek, and she goes off by herself.

That evening Amy and I are at the same dance performance. She says she’s 
sorry about this afternoon. “I was crying.”

“I know. I heard you. If I decide to use that episode, I’ll show it to you.”
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Monday afternoon, November 11, 17th Street

Amy

Amy Berkman. b. 1948 New York City. Grew up in Great
Neck, Long Island. Started dancing as a teenager. Has 

 a fine arts degree from Brandeis. Met Kei at “The Yard”
 on Martha's Vineyard, summer 1973. Has been a waitress, 

secretary, abortion counselor, veterinarian's assistant. Is 
super for her apartment building. Does freelance illustrating.

What do you know about Kei?

She Japanese, very shy. She’s been here five or six years. Her English isn’t 
very good. Her life seems amazingly uncomplicated. She creates 
things. She makes them grow. In her house she works a lot on her 
plants. She’s very steady, concentrated, perseverant. She loves 
people. She loves children. She’s teaching a class for children up 
in Hartsdale, and she likes to talk about it.

In the beginning it was slow becoming friends with her, 
but it came. Now that I can express my love, it’s more precious. I 
can hug her. I can make jokes with her, which we didn’t do before. 
I share my friends with her. We went to see The Trojan Women 
together last night. It’s being able to give her things in a larger 
sense. I could have stayed out in California this year but I felt it 
was more important to be here.

I can share my life with her. I feel I can spend time with 
her and talk or not talk – mostly not talk, just spending time with 
her and letting things grow. I feel she appreciates the artwork I do. 
You’ve seen the picture on her wall? I might spend next weekend 
in her house. Mal is going to be away. I feel like she’s a lifetime 
friend.

She has a very special eye for what’s honest. I trust her a 
lot. Kei isn’t so concerned with technique. With her the thing is to 
find honesty, the core, and then you’ll find the skills for 
expressing it. There’s technique, but it’s not a matter of conventional technique. She 
hasn’t sought people with a lot of technique.

Two years ago, the first class I had with her, she taught a class like I’d never 
had before – the stretch things she does, and the breathing. All her exercises are 
geared to breathing. In other classes they tell you to do something and then 
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afterwards they say, “Don’t forget to breathe!”  With Kei it just felt right. I was good 
at what I was doing with her. It felt like it was a natural expression of me.

When I went to Merce Cunningham’s class I looked at his body and 
thought, what a weird body. His choreography is made for his own body. I didn’t feel 
I’d ever be able to do it. Kei’s choreography is for anybody’s body. It’s a feeling 
experience. I felt totally involved. I felt it was much more human. That’s the main 
thing. I felt stiff in this other kind of stuff.

I’ve learned nobody is better than anybody else. They’re just different. With 
us there’s no feeling of intense competition. We may all learn something, and then 
Kei chooses one of us to do it. She doesn’t always cast people because they are best 
for the part. She isn’t concerned with getting together the “best” performance. She 
catches people at just the right moment. She plucks them out. No, that’s not the word 
I mean. She has a sense of things growing, like her plants. She knows when she can 
nurture something. She has a sense of a life’s work.
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Wednesday afternoon, November 13, 17th Street

After a two-hour workout on the movements for Part 9, Kei flops down on 
the floor and says everyone should find partners and massage each other. Joan 
massages Barbara’s feet, and Amy massages Elsi’s. Wendy kneads Kei’s legs. John 
de Marco has to leave. Richmond begins loosening John Parton’s back and legs with 
gentle shakes.

Today, to the torso movements, Kei added some deep scoops from the waist 
and some hip rotations. The previously learned combinations seem to have been 
dropped and others put in their place. The new ones are triple combinations (hip 
thrusts plus shoulder rolls plus head turns). Like the single movements they have to 
be performed while marching. The final combination, a hip circle plus a head swirl 
plus a rhythmic opening and closing of the hands, gives the appearance of people 
with nervous disorders whose bodies are flying apart.

Richmond tells John to turn over on his back. He starts pressing deeply into 
John’s abdomen. His entire hand seems to disappear. It’s hard to believe because 
John is slim and my angle of vision (from a chair) ought to keep Richmond’s hand 
fully in view. I hear Richmond say to breathe in deeply and exhale. “Does that hurt? 
That’s your stomach. This is your liver.” He begins working on John’s skull. He 
indicates a region at the top of the head that controls diarrhea and constipation.
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Thursday afternoon, November 14, Greene Street

Richmond

William Richmond Johnstone, Jr. b. 1950 Virginia Beach. 
Family moved to Wyomissing, Pa. when he was 13. Started
acting in high school. Also took part in track, field, gymnastics. 
Graduated from Univ. of Pittsburgh with a major in theater. 
Met Kei at Martha's Vineyard, summer 1973. No previous
dance training. Worked until Christmas as a packer for a New 
York harness company, later as a packer in a bean sprout factory. 
Likes to cook and paint.

Why do you like Kei’s work?

It’s easy for me. It appeals. It’s how my mind goes, how my body feels. Her 
expression is fun, playful. Slow-moving strength. The pulling of people, the melting. 
It’s the way I move through the water. You’re pulling your own way and others. 
Those packs of hers – cloth loads, rag loads. All the whites she uses. And your skin is 
there. To do Kei’s stuff is just to do it. The first time I saw it I said, “I do that, so I’ll 
do it Kei’s way.” I feel the same about Meredith Monk’s way.

I like to fly and run and be low like a badger and a dog and breathing hard. I 
feel the balance of what needs to be, what strengths need to be used.

I like the happiness of everyone doing it as hard as they can. It’s a natural 
thing. It’s just doing it, like when I run in the forest with my dog friends. Last night 
there was a rabbit in here. It left little balls of shit all around in a big circle. Over 
there, see, there’s some. They’re very dry when they come out. It was good. It was 
happy. It jumped straight up and went sideways – like that, right over. He just felt 
like it and he did it.

I see how Kei does things and I do it that way. I’m a mockingbird that way. I 
hardly like repetition. That’s why I couldn’t do plays any more. I got tired of it. Now 
I’m a painter and dancing. Feeling balances, energies, people, situations. That’s how 
I live anyway, and it’s great to do it on stage. Technique comes when my heart is in 
it. It all comes from my belly. I think everyone does what they’re supposed to do in 
their own ways. I don’t think we’re performers and dancers. We are because we do 
that, but what’s essential is we’re people.

I can understand how Kei creates. [Richmond shows me a large tablet. The 
pages contain shapes and dark colors in ink, watercolor, crayon, sometimes 
incorporating snapshots, sometimes with curved letters at the bottom that almost 
look Arabic.] My stuff is surrealist. I see things that aren’t apparent to others. I see 
things that other people see, but I’d rather see the other things.
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Kei feels like a fellow artist. She has created and she needs parts, and I’m a 
part. I love the animal part of her. I love her size. She’s young. She has no age. Her 
stuff has the color of the sand, moon, leather, cloth, wood.

[slowly]
The first time I saw her

We were on a long stretch of beach.
[pause]

It was windy, gray, my favorite kind of day.
Everything’s one color.

[pause]
Kei was wearing a poncho pulled over her head.

[pause]
Sitting in tall grass, looking out at the horizon.

[pause]
She was weaving a basket.

I knew she was a sister to my heart.

What did you say to each other?

We spoke with our eyes.

I like that we aren’t all the same. You can see everybody. It’s colorful. Tall, 
skinny, round, square, different colors, curly hair, straight hair, beards. Bob Wilson’s 
like that, too. Nobody makes demands on anybody. Oh, when it gets close to 
performance time she gets a little antsy. But hardly at all. She’s just tasting that.

What would happen if you became famous?

           I don’t like it when people get famous. It 
changes everybody. It would mean we’d have to 
do the same stuff a lot. The moment right now, 
always – to do whatever I’m asked to do. I like 
that.

It must be hard for you doing Part 9. There’s so 
much repetition.

Yes, but it grows. It changes. [laughing] 
That's it. It goes through life. It makes my legs 
stronger. I run faster and jump higher. It's like 
sneakers. Not tennis shoes. I like sneakers. It's 
like sneakers because it makes me fun faster and 
jump higher.

This late part of the century is dynamite. 
This it it. That's all. Nothing matters unless you 
want it to. [laughing] Everything matters if you 
want it to.

Living right now. Living with death. 
Death is life. Death is part of life. To always hear 
the music. I don't feel age.
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Friday afternoon, November 15, 17th Street

The group starts in on the marching section of Part 9. Kei tells them, “Check 
yourself. Make sure your body going right.”

After an hour they take up something new. Everyone scatters around the 
room and stands still. On instruction from Kei their heads turn from side to side in 
tiny jerks.

Eye open. Eyes don’t move. Eves straight ahead.
Now start walk slowly anywhere.
Take more time.
Not just go there. I want see some reason you have go there.
Now add shoulder.
Make shoulder staccato.
Make bigger space.
After shoulder add chest.
Don’t forget head.
Elbow now.
Don’t forget shoulder.
More staccato. Before smooth. This another section. Make clear.
Starting add hip.
Don’t forget head.
Add fingers.
Now finger stop. Elbow stop. Hip stop. Chest. Shoulder.
Just now only head.
Walk stop.
Head stop.

The sequence takes about 15 minutes. Kei modifies the order so that it makes 
a true mirror and then watches as half the group goes through it, then the other half, 
then all of them together.

She wants to practice the side-walk, and John de Marco reviews how it’s 
done. But everyone is tired. Finally Kei brings them into a circle and leads some 
gentle stretches up, arms over the head, around and down to the floor, and back 
again.
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Saturday afternoon, November 16, 17th Street

Richmond learns the spacing for his solo. He has to begin in one corner of the 
room and progress in eight stages toward the opposite corner. At all times he has to 
focus his energies into a straight channel. Until now he’s been able to bound around a 
lot, so Kei demonstrates how the size of the active performance space should be 
narrowed and a straight-line diagonal maintained.

Others arrive. Most of the movements for Part 4 have been learned since I 
last saw a rehearsal of the piece. Today they clarify where on stage the activities take 

place and what the sequence is. Mal is 
performing in North Carolina, so only 
four dancers are here.

They’re using colored 
umbrellas. (That’s why I think of the 
people in this piece as water bugs – 

even though at one point John de 
Marco impersonates a rooster.) The 

sports scenes fall smoothly into place. 
Soon they’ll begin working with the 

huge jigsaw puzzle that Carmen 
Beuchat puts together on the floor 
during the dance. It limits the area 

where the bugs can go and eventually 
leaves no room at all. Today Kei has a 
few ropes and poles scattered around 
on the floor to show which pieces of 

the puzzle are in place at the start.

They rest a moment. Kei asks them to go through the piece again, but they 
say they’re tired. “This comes after 1, 2, 3,” she warns. “Have to keep energy.”
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Wednesday afternoon, November 20, International House

At one side of the room two workmen are hammering and stapling. 
Somebody in the office told them they could use the auditorium today to restretch a 
damaged painting. At the top of a back stairway a violinist is practicing scales. 
Somewhere else a trumpeter does the same. It seems a waste of time to be rehearsing 
here. Nevertheless they begin. It’s Part 7.

They lie flat on their backs, scattered around the edges of the room where 
plastic chairs are stacked. Slowly, giving their weight fully to the floor, they roll over 
and over until the reach the center. There they climb up and over each other until 
they make a standing mountain. They melt back toward the floor.

Kei stops them. She can’t seem to explain the quality she wants. (A few 
weeks ago I heard one of the dancers say he didn’t know what the piece was 
supposed to be about.) The beginning should be slower, she says. It’s also too loud.

Does she mean their hands and legs are making too much noise when they 
roll over and hit the floor? Their faces strain toward where she stands.

No, she doesn’t mean that. She means they look tense. When they start 
moving a leg she sees shoulders tightening. She sees twitches. The movement should 
be quiet and shapeless. She says it should be like the whole ground is moving up and 
down.

They try again. It looks better, and they continue.
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Thursday night, November 21, Crosby Street

Mal and Amy learn a short episode from Part 4. It takes up only a small 
amount of floor space. It must come near the end of the piece when most of the 
jigsaw puzzle is down on the floor.

The two of them walk forward slowly, gently, a dozen steps or so. Amy is in 
front and Mal behind. His body is pressed flat against hers. One by one, between 
each of the steps they take together, a series of gestures is inserted. Mal wraps one 
arm around Amy’s chest and, later, the other around her waist. Amy moves her own 
arms, first one then the other, so her hands cover Mal’s. At separate times they look 
to the side and to the front.

What they do feels so intimate to me, and so familiar. The silence: I picture 
them standing quietly together, alone, in front of a window or a mirror.

They reverse the gestures and move backwards one step at a time.
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Friday afternoon, November 22, International House
and
Friday night, The Lepercq Space

Vince and the lighting

Vince Lalomia is here this afternoon to watch Part 7 and work on a lighting 
design. He tells me the first thing he does is “get it down on paper – the movement 
and where you want to emphasize it.” He does this mostly with diagrams. Then he 
thinks about “specials” – special lighting effects. His third concern is timing – when 
the lights change and at what speed.

He’s done lighting for other dancers, including Erick Hawkins, and for rock 
bands. “With rock you can use lots of color. You can really be an exhibitionist. They 
love it. Erick uses ballet colors – pinks and blues mostly, also lavenders. His 
costumes tend toward lavender. His work isn’t like Kei’s. It’s more light hearted. 
Kei’s lighting is mostly white and black”

“Why is that?” I ask.

“I don’t know. It just happened. It might have been an accident at first. White 
on white costumes is pretty effective.

“With Kei I’m interested in the pure dance. Everything is very, very slow. 
There’s just you and the person on stage for maybe ten minutes. The simpler the 
lighting is, the more involved you get in the quietness of the piece. Erick’s light is 
more of an environment.”

“What about shadows?”

“I don’t worry about shadows. They can play off each other. In Part 9 they’ll 
be really important. They’re about half the piece. You wouldn’t do that with Erick. 
The only time might be some special – like when you’re purposely silhouetting or 
back-lighting.”

“Wow!” he exclaims when the dancers scatter around the room. “That’s my 
first reaction. You can write that down.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s a big space to light.”

It’s evening. We’re in the Lepercq Space at the Brooklyn Academy of Music. 
It’s a long narrow room. The audience is seated at one end. At the other end Rudy 
Perez’s group is performing. This program is part of the same “experimental” series 
in which Light will be presented three months from now. Kei, Mal and Vince are 
here.

Vince says that Rudy’s designer likes saturated color. He’s using 
concentrations of blue, red, and yellow. For my eyes the result is too dark. The 
problem, Vince says, is that there are only 96 lighting instruments in the room. “On 
Broadway you’d have two or three hundred for half this much space.” Because the 
ceiling is forty feet away, the lights are also a long way off. “To wash the area from 
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that high up you need twice this many lights. Maybe we can have side lights. We’ll 
have to run pipes along the wall. I have to talk with their tech man and see what the 
budget limitations are. There might be a problem with cable.”

He asks Kei how much of the room she plans to use. She indicates how she 
wants to clear away half of the ramp on which the audience tonight is sitting and 
double the performance space that Rudy is using. “Um,” Vince says.

The biggest problem, he tells me, will be to design something that works for 
all 9 Parts of Light. With the lights so hard to get to he won’t be able to refocus them 
between numbers or change the colors.
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Saturday afternoon, November 23, 17th Street

Mal asks a question about something in Part 4.
Kei: I cannot tell you that. Even if I do, might change.

Mal: What’s the next move, Kei?
Kei: I don’t know.
Mal: I thought you were watching the list.
Kei: I cannot watch list. I have watch you.

Mal: Do you want our legs to bend at the hip?
Kei: Doesn’t know. Isn’t leg bend that matters.

Mal: Do you want both people to start rolling at once?
Kei: Doesn’t matter.

Joan: I thought I was supposed to jump on your back from behind.
Mal: No, it’s from the side. Try to get high up on my shoulders.
Kei: (silent)

Amy: … That’s why I wanted her to explain how we should do it.
John de Marco (laughs): And you heard what she said – “Figure it out.”
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Sunday afternoon, November 24, Staten Island

Trip to the Tibetan Museum

Twenty years ago refugee monks walked the paths of this little garden. A 
mantra that one of them chiseled in flagstone and lined with red paint is propped 
against a corner of the wall.

Inside the museum (a replica of a Tibetan temple) John de Marco plays black 
kettle gongs while the rest of us look at the Buddhas and demons. John used to do 
volunteer work here. The garden looks best in the spring, he says.

We go outside again. This time we’re alone. Sitting around on cold stone 
benches we talk and watch the day’s gray light seep from the tree trunks. Children 
play somewhere down below. Kei tells me the road we climbed up reminds her of 
home.

On the bus back to the ferry we see geese overhead. They’re heading north.
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Sunday night, November 24, Hudson Street

Menu for the Scorpio party (in honor of John de Marco, Mal, Richmond, and Joan)

  cashew nuts       raw vegetables, sour cream dip
  sliced apples and oranges       rice crackers
  rosé wine       Greek salad
  Chinese pastries       sea grass steamed in soy,   
  dried fruit          honey, ginger
  banana bread       tapioca pudding
  goat cheese       German beer
  cold rice with vegetables       tea with spices and orange
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Wednesday afternoon, November 27, 17th Street

After reviewing the movements for the staccato section of Part 9, and for the 
side-walk, Kei pulls out a rope made of rubber bands and attaches it across the width 
of the studio about two feet off the floor. At once Joan’s cat jumps off my lap (its 
home base during rehearsals) and boxes with the knots.

Kei says that the rope represents the spine on which the pages of the book 
will turn. Last month, when she mentioned the idea of pages turning over, I thought 
she was using a metaphor to describe the form of Part 9. But no, she means it 
literally – gigantic pages on which the dancers will perform. During the piece the 
pages (canvas? wood?) will somehow rise up and over like the pages of a book, 
causing the performers to tumble backwards. Then a new set of dancers will emerge 
on the page beneath. There will be a page for each section of the dance. John de 
Marco asks about the mechanics of the page turns and subsequent entrances but Kei 
cuts him short. She’s still working on that. For now the dancers will make their 
entrances from under the rope.

The staccato section comes first. Until now the group began by standing at 
random around the room. This time they emerge on hands and knees from beneath 
the rope, their heads turning from side to side in tiny jerks. They might be looking 
for something. Gradually they stand and move out into the studio.

Kei goes over the entrance again. She wants the dancers to crowd under the 
rope until they’re on stage and then to move more slowly. She stops them again. The 
pulse of the head jerks is getting too fast and the movements are accumulating too 
quickly.

She isn’t sure what to do about the side-walk. It will be a section of its own. 
She tries a single-file zigzag, then a random zigzag with each person choosing his 
own path. In both cases there’s an awkward tangle of heads and feet at the turns. She 
tries a single-file circle around the perimeter of the space. That looks better. She goes 
on to the section in which they march back and forth while doing rhythmic 
movements with the head, arms, shoulders, etc.

One of the sheets of brown paper Kei used earlier to demonstrate her page 
idea has writing on it. It’s a draft score for Part 9. On the left side are four rectangles, 
one above the other. The top one, labeled 1, has a stick figure in it with wiggly lines 
extending out from its feet. The second rectangle contains a stick figure lying on its 
side. The third has two barbell-like shapes in it. One of them consists of circles 
joined by a line, and the other has two Хs joined by a line. The bottom rectangle is 
blank. On the right side of the sheet, opposite each rectangle, are several rows of 
Japanese characters. The sheets are grocery bags cut open.

At the conclusion of the marching section Kei stands silent for a long while, 
then divides up the group: John Parton, John de Marco, Wendy, Abel, Elsi, and Amy 
do the first section (the staccato section). Richmond, Abel, Parton, Wendy, Elsi, and 
Amy do the second (the side-walk). The five women do the marching section, which 
comes fourth in the dance. Kei omits the third section, the one based on different 
kinds of walking. Now that fewer people are involved in each section, the paths they 
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follow are clearer: random in the first section, a large circle in the second, and 
straight parallel channels in the last.

Kei checks the time – it’s 4:00 – and says the rehearsal is over. She kneels 
down and adds names to her score.
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Wednesday afternoon, November 27 (after the rehearsal), 17th Street

John de Marco

b. 1945 Jamestown, NY. Undergraduate degree in art 
history from Williams. M.F.A. from Sarah Lawrence. 
Also studied for two years at the Yale Drama School. 
Met Kei through Joan Schwartz in 1973. Owns an 18th-
century farmhouse in Nova Scotia. Currently collects 
unemployment benefits. Is looking for a teaching job.

JV: What attracts you to Kei’s work?

JdeM: We think a great deal alike.

JV: In what way?

JdeM: About movement. I don’t think there’s a lot going on in dance just now.

JV: What do you mean?

JdeM: People finding new uses for the human resources. I’m not into formal dance, 
ballet. Kei’s an entirely new form.

JV: In what way?

JdeM: You have to talk about fundamental things. Some people who are turned on to 
dance might describe Kei in terms of movement structures they’re familiar with. But 
most of these have come out of a particular civilization, and they’re losing validity 
like other things in our civilization.

JV: Can you say more?

JdeM: This isn’t another dance company. I don’t feel part of that. It’s striving to be 
something quite different. You have to ask, What are we dancing for?

JV: Okay.

JdeM: Most people relate to Kei as another dance style. You see, here’s dance [John 
runs his finger around the sides of an ashtray]: In this corner is Graham. In this 
corner is Cunningham. Over here is Kei. All these schools, you see? I’m not part of 
that. For a long time we’re going to be fighting from within what is called dance. But 
our goal is to shatter the whole structure and move out here [he points his finger 
away from the ashtray].

JV: What do you mean by structure?

JdeM: Dance as encompassed within the confines of art. It’s another one of those 
things that serves the great ego of Western society. Kei shatters the structure of the 
choreographer – this business of leading to physical success – you know, to be 
president of the company. I think Kei is a revolutionary.
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JV: Would she say that?

JdeM: In her actions she is. Her work speaks for itself. Most of the activities that fall 
in the realm of art have been narrowed in order to further the aims of society – to 
make people feel better, to entertain them. The artist is in an ancillary role. He’s 
society’s servant. The society buys out the artist. There may have been a time when 
artists didn’t think of themselves that way. They were working toward constant 
change, changing man’s existence. Now art is restricted. Soho to me is an incredible 
symbol of this.

JV: Really? Most people going down there would say it’s a vital place.

JdeM: What do you mean?

JV: Oh, a lot of artist’s studios, galleries, elegant shops –

JdeM: See! Elegant! That’s just what it is. It’s all got to do with superiority. Look at 
the economic connotations. The air down there is fetid with elegance and decadence. 
Art is one of the structures of our society. Creative activity may or may not find itself 
there.

JV: In everything you’re saying I get a feeling of profound discontent, but I can’t 
quite put my finger on the specifics.

JdeM: Discontent, yes. That’s pretty universal.

JV: What questions should I be asking?

JdeM: Direct your questions away from esthetics. See, over here you’ve got ballet. 
So along comes Martha Graham, and she invents a new structure. She lost totally 
what it is to be an artist, what it is to be a person, what it is you’re doing with your 
body and your paints and your eyes and your teeth.

JV: Do you mean you want a state of continuous evolution?

JdeM: The way you put it is difficult. You may set up a mind set that will only put 
you in another structure.

JV: How can you tell if you’re heading in the right direction?

JdeM: I suppose there are guidelines, evolutionary guidelines. You can use a 
metaphor like scientific development – the way in which mankind has progressed 
scientifically so that now a man can go to the moon. The limits are expanding. A 
dancer is that way if his body is expanding.

Okay, I guess there are evolutionary guidelines. If you’re truly engaged in 
creative work, you have to eliminate the ego as much as possible. Fame is building 
up the ego, and that’s what destroys the creative capacity. You have to let the energy 
move through you. It can’t happen if the energy is blocked by the ego.

JV: A few weeks ago you said something about the goal here. What do you see as the 
goal?

JdeM: It’s not public presentation. It’s not getting up and performing.

JV: What is it?

JdeM: Well … it sounds trite.
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JV: That’s all right.

JdeM: It’s to grow together, to learn more about ourselves 
by working together. It’s not performance. The process of 
getting to the place where we perform is more important 
than the performance. Everybody stretches better. You can 
do things together you couldn’t do before.

JV: Do you mean that the goal is for Kei to be teaching 
you?

JdeM: I don’t think of her in terms of teaching and 
learning. I don’t think of her as the center.

JV: What is the enterprise?

JdeM: Dancing for your life. It may be a feeling in which we’re all a little more 
humble in our roles, not like people building a company around them to make them 
famous. I don’t think Kei wants a school – to be like Martha Graham. Maybe this 
does make for a state of constant flux like you said.

Do you know what you have to do to be a dancer? You don’t have to do 
anything. You just have to feel the earth moving under your feet. That’s good: 
“Moving Earth.” I’ll tell you an anecdote. Kei said to me once, “I think when I get 
old I want to be a farmer.” You see? She isn’t concerned with all the bullshit our 
society puts out. I think we think alike.

JV: Are there things going on in the group that I’m not asking about?

JdeM: You keep talking about “the group.” We’re hardly any group. We’re in the 
process of becoming the Moving Earth group.

JV: What more is needed?

JdeM: I don’t know. I’m out for kicks like others. You have to stop and think, What 
am I doing?

Yes, I would leave it at that. We will, in fact, find more and more times when 
we’re saying, What are we doing? We’ve got this recession and food shortages. 
Because we’re artists we probably think more about what these things mean. We’re 
a core group which may well represent a larger group. We may be propelled into 
things faster than other people. I can’t say what it is we need to do. I can just say 
some of the things that will cause more thinking
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Thanksgiving, November 28, my place

I go to the bedroom to get something and find Barbara and Jay talking 
together. He’s here for the week. They met last summer in Arizona. His first day 
here, which was Sunday, he came with us to the Tibetan Museum. Then, too, I often 
saw them standing together, talking quietly.

Kei says to me, “Do you see some people do the dances better than others?” 
“Sure,” I answer. “Very hard,” she goes on. “Sometimes have to choose people who 
aren’t as good.” 

“Why is that, Kei?” Mal asks. “Many points,” she responds.

A while later she tells me that the group will not be seeing each other for 
about a month after the Brooklyn performances. “Quick go away,” she says. “Come 
back slow.”

The end will be much more abrupt that I had thought.
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Friday afternoon, November 29, 17th Street

Kei brings out a grocery bag cut open and studies a long list of instructions 
she’s written to herself. She’s revisiting the third section of Part 9, the one based on 
different kinds of walking. The basic idea of walking types is the same as before. The 
first walk is simple: knees bent, legs close together, feet pointed straight ahead. This 
continues for the length of the studio. On the return the feet are turned out. Going 
back the feet are turned in. On the fourth crossing there are three types of step in 
rotation: legs together, feet straight; legs together, feet turned out; legs apart, feet 
turned in. The knees remain bent throughout, and the feet always come down flat on 
the floor.

The combinations get longer and more varied, and at the sixth crossing the 
right leg is straightened out for two steps, which creates a momentary slanting limp. 
In succeeding combinations more of the steps are taken on straight legs. The 
combinations get shorter again. Finally, at the end, there’s a simple walk. Learning 
this takes about an hour.

Kei says there will be two “mountains” that go from simple to complex and 
back to simple. One mountain will be done on flat feet, the other on the toes. She 
doesn’t mention the progression in the first mountain from bent legs to straight. She 
goes back over the flat-footed sequence, changing the combinations at the end so that 
the degrees of complexity there more closely mirror those at the beginning.

They rehearse the staccato section of Part 9 for awhile, then Kei calls 
everyone together to talk about scheduling. She unfolds a brown bag on which she’s 
drawn a multicolored calendar for December and January. The afternoon rehearsals 
on Wednesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays will continue as before. Sunday afternoons 
will be added. Tuesdays and Thursdays, when they’ve had occasional rehearsals, will 
now be used on a regular basis. Wednesday and Friday evenings will be added. The 
schedule from November 30 through January 4 includes rehearsals for each Part of 
Light as follows:

Part 1:  2 Part 4:  4 Part 7:  9

Part 2:  2 Part 5:  0 Part 8:  8

Part 3:  4 Part 6:  8 Part 9:  10

Christmas Eve and Christmas are blank.
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Saturday afternoon, November 30, 17th Street

Richmond and Kei work on a phrase from his solo in Part 8 – the one where 
he lies on his back and rocks from side to side. Kei demonstrates. She rocks onto her 
knees and toes and gradually reaches higher and higher. Richmond’s legs are much 
heavier than hers and he isn’t as flexible in the knees and ankles. Sometimes when he 
gets near the end of the phrase (it now has a set length of 20 seconds) he can’t 
increase the amplitude of the arc any further. Kei tells him that if this happens he 
should increase the speed.

The dancers for Part 4 arrive and warm up. At the beginning of the piece they 
have to whirl around, opening and closing umbrellas, which they jab into the floor. 
Kei says the image is wind. They tend to let the umbrellas wobble overhead, and 
there’s a problem with dizziness and with avoiding the other whirling figures. It 
would weaken the whirlwind image if they focused on a stationary point or followed 
preset paths. 

Later in the dance the women have to crouch down like ticks and spring up 
onto the men as they jog by, bent over. At first the women are supposed to miss their 
targets, then land on the men’s shoulders and ride offstage. Their problem is to land 
without fumbling and to keep their bodies curled up. The men, in turn, must keep up 
a steady jogging rhythm in spite of the impacts. They experiment with techniques to 
make the image work.
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Tuesday afternoon, December 3, Hudson Street

Two weeks ago Richmond’s brother Abel (pronounced AH-bull) started 
coming to rehearsals. He met Kei in 1973 but hasn’t been back in New York until 
now. He’s going to perform in Parts 6, 8, and 9, and perhaps also in Part 7.

Today he’s learning the wind movements from 7. There are three of them. 
One is a fast roll on the floor, “like wind in street.” To get the proper speed he has to 
tuck his arms underneath his belly and lift up slightly on his toes. “It’s weird,” he 
comments. Kei agrees.

The other two spins are done from a standing position. In one of them the 
body is held relatively firm so that a single spiral expands upward from the toes to 
the head. It’s similar to the opening movements of Part 4 but without the umbrellas. 
Kei asks him to keep his feet closer together so that the spins will be faster. He asks 
if he can spot. She say no. From time to time he drops slowly to the floor,  scoots 

along on his back to a new position, 
and starts the spin again.

The third spin combines a 
semicrouch and a jump upward with 
the arms thrown back. This time Kei 

has a suggestion about dizziness. 
Instead of looking down during the 
crouch, Abel should keep his head 

raised and look out  to the 
peripheries of the room. He tries that 

and says it helps. She asks him to 
throw his arms back more, which he 
does on the next try. He's lighter than 
his brother, and his movement style 
is softer, but they're identical in how 

quickly they learn.

Richmond will be here later, 
then Wendy. On my way out Kei 
mentions the staging plan she has in 

mind for Brooklyn. The audience will be seated on three sides of the room, and the 
performing area will be marked off by a picture frame lying on the floor. It will 
measure 23' X 27ꞌ, the same as the puzzle in Part 4. Between each Part the frame will 
be moved to a new position so that the next dance relates differently to the audience. 
She wants the frame painted white so that people can see it change position in the 
dark.
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Wednesday afternoon, December 4, 17th Street

Kei leads the group back and forth across the room. She’s revising the 
walking section of Part 9 again. For the first time I don’t hear any hesitations in her 
voice.

The increase in the complexity of steps comes more quickly now. At the 
seventh crossing the phrase has 16 counts. Only five of the counts (1, 2, 3, 13, and 
16) embody forward movement. The others mark time as the legs open or slide shut 
or go up on the toes, etc. The level of the body changes on beats 9 and 10, when the 
legs are straightened and then bent again, and on 16, when there’s a jump forward on 
bent legs. The last beat has the most impact. It’s the only one that contains forward 
movement plus a change in levels plus a sharp accent as everyone lands down on 
both feet.

The next crossing is a simple straight-leg walk. The complexity increases 
quickly again. At each crossing Kei checks her notes and adds a few maneuvers to 
what went before. The climax, a 12-beat phrase this time, comes on the fourth 
crossing. A third series follows. It too climaxes with a 12-beat phrase.

The whole section is far more jagged and energetic than it used to be.
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Wednesday afternoon, December 4 (after the rehearsal), 17th Street.

John Parton

b. 1951 New Haven. Grew up in Caldwell N.J. Degree in 
psychology from Drew Univ. Began dancing his junior year. 
Met Kei in spring 1974 through Joan Schwartz. Earns money 
as a cab driver, mover, buyer-deliverer of farm produce.

What’s it like to work with Kei?

Today I realized how anxious I’ve been because I haven’t been doing the 
movement as well as I can. I’ve been very self-conscious. It’s been affecting me a 
lot. I have this observer overhead all the time, this voice. With Kei’s work that 
observer is no help at all. The most important thing is that you’re all there. Self-
consciousness prevents me from being all here. It’s also in relation to you. I see you 
writing.

I watched Amy doing the movement. She went through the whole thing 
without a mistake. You’ve seen, I can’t get across the floor without making a 
mistake. When we talked about the schedule and Kei said we have to learn the 
movement this month, she looked at me. She looked at me almost exclusively.

Other people tell you what to bring into the dance. Here it’s a personal 
challenge. That’s why we’re all here. We’re not material for Kei to mold. We’re the 
stuff of her dances. She supplies the form and we’re the content. The most important 
thing to me about being in the company is that’s I’m John Parton.

The more capable I am, the more deeply I have to look into myself. Other 
choreographers, the kind of work they do doesn’t require such personal involvement. 
Here it’s not what you’re doing. It’s how you do it. It’s the how we bring personally 
to the dance …

That’s the only stupid question you’ve asked. People work with Kei because 
they want to. Becoming famous doesn’t matter. Probably it would mess us up for a 
little time, but not for long. We couldn’t go around ego-tripping and do Kei’s work.

Any famous dance people I’ve met have been people first. I don’t think you 
can dance well and still do the ego thing. We certainly wouldn’t be in this company if 
what we wanted was to get famous. The best way to deal with it would be to work 
more …

Joanie desires only to work with Kei. For reasons I don’t know I don’t want 
to be in closer contact. I see how it affects people who are in touch. If I fully 
appreciated Kei’s work, which I don’t, I might not want to dance with anyone else. I 
might not do my own choreography. If I fully realized it, maybe I wouldn’t like what 
Kei does.
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Joanie has gotten more centered, more rooted. She desires deeper roots. She’s 
gotten in touch with basic parts of herself. It’s related to Kei’s work. I can tell from 
things Joanie said. Amy too to some extent.

In trying to be more centered, there are always things you have to take on 
faith. Joanie has faith in Kei, so she has more faith in herself. It’s a leap of faith …

To me Light is attempting, I think succeeding a lot, to … to represent … life 
… through Kei’s own quality. It’s not like walking around in the street in a 
superficial way. But it is like that, because when you’re walking around, you’re still 
a human being …

I’m learning very slowly about Kei, slowly in relation to how I learn about 
other people. I can know as much as I want. It implies I’m not ready, my own 
personal development. I want to be able to relate to her as Kei alone, and not in terms 
of other people I project on her. Secondly, I want to relate as an equal, not as a 
disciple or a company member …

You know, this has been interesting. You’ve made me aware how personally 
involved I am with Kei.
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Friday afternoon, December 6, 17th Street

Kei adds some game rules to the walking section of Part 9. She keeps 
Wednesday’s sequence of walking types, but instead of having the group do each of 
them for the length of the room, the dancers will decide for themselves when to 
change from one to the other.

Amy leads. She faces the others, who stand in a loose clump. When she starts 
marching backwards on bent legs, the rest follow (doing the same step forwards). 
Elsi steps out of the clump, turns around, and starts the second step. The others 
change with her. Wendy is assigned the next change. She moves out and turns 
around. Throughout all this the walking rhythm remains steady.

Kei doesn’t like the way it looks and says that the three leaders should form a 
single file when they step out in front of the group. They try it that way. She still isn’t 
satisfied. She says that the second and third leaders should stay in place within the 
group when they turn around and change the step. The look of that seems to please 
her. “Can you see okay?” she asks. It doesn’t matter they say. Those who can’t see 
Elsi and Wendy can watch Amy, who’s still out front.

Kei assigns a number to everyone, signifying what change in the sequence 
they will be responsible for. Elsi asks about turns: Will they still use back-and-forth 
paths? Kei says that for now they should follow a circular path. She also asks 
someone to take No. 7, which was the change she had assigned to herself. She stands 
back and watches.

Problem: They learned the steps going forward and now they’re turning 
around and doing them backwards. Kei looks surprised when the dancers get to the 
complicated steps and stumble. “Do it one more time?” she asks. This time, if they 
get confused or lost, she wants them to stand still, look at what the others are doing, 
and then catch up. She seems to like the idea of a few people standing still, falling 
behind, and catching up.

It’s still not clear to everyone how to coordinate the changes. Kei stands a 
moment and holds her hands up in front of her face. She moves her fingers in an out 
of each other. “I have see,” I hear her say. “Should we count eight and change 
again?” someone asks. “No,” Kei answers. She has another idea, but the words get 
tangled up. The others offer suggestions. The muddle gets worse. “I think we should 
practice doing the steps backwards,” John de Marco suggests. So they do that.
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Saturday afternoon, December 7, 17th Street

Kei asks everyone to review the movements for Part 7 among themselves. 
There’s a run-through today. Wendy begins practicing a solo that 
Joan did until last month. I think Kei may have reassigned it 
because Joan already has a big solo in Part 8.

Wendy’s dance begins far upstage and proceeds slowly 
down by means of a sinuous, twisting walk. Her body is never 
straight. Even when she rises up on her toes, her legs remain 
bent. Also, her body is never aligned in a single direction. Her 
head turns one way while her torso remains focused in another 
and her knees point in and out at still different angles. At one 
point these twists are frozen and she lowers her body gently to 
the floor, supporting herself on her toes.

While the walk is going on, Wendy's arms flow in parallel 
movements around her body. Again the design undulates 
continuously, though it's punctuated by slight impulses when her 
rists or elbows touch and when her hands or arms change 
direction. There's another quickening when her forearms cross 
over in front of her face. After a few repetitions of the arm 
sequence she jabs the fingers of her right hand into her hair while 
her left arm continues as before.

From time to time she quivers. She thrusts one hip to the 
side, sometimes her chest, too. For an instant the upper half of 
her body convulses as though she's shaking something away. I think of a tropical 
bird. In performance these jabs will be heightened by the bobbling of white balloons 
taped to her arms, hips, and legs.

For several days now, while the others have been stretching, I’ve seen Wendy 
practice this solo. Inevitably after a couple of tries, she does something balletic. 
Once it was a series of entrechats, quick and perfectly placed. Another time it was 
wide swings from the waist while standing in third position. Today she jumps 
loosely, flaps her arms around, kicks her legs.

She asks Mal to join her. He’s the focus of the solo. He lies on his back, and 
as she approaches he moves his body from side to side as though pushed by the 
wind. He tenses. His back arches. His legs rise, waving back and forth, until he’s in a 
shoulder stand. When this subsides, Wendy lowers herself to the floor and carefully 
crosses over his body, maintaining as much of the previous arm movements as 
possible. Mal rolls away, again as though pushed by the wind. Wendy rises slowly 
and continues on with her dance. She shakes something from her head and shoulders 
and proceeds back upstage.

Wendy tells me the movement feels organic to her, like t’ai chi. When I ask 
about the twists and angles, she looks surprised. What Kei told her to do was to 
follow a zigzag path and keep her eyes on Mal (who never looks at her). “I imagine 
that I’m in his imagination,” she says. She can put the quivers and convulsions in any 
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place she wants, but the rest of the movement has to resume immediately and be 
smooth like before.

I ask what it represents. “Seduction. Kei says it should be sensual.”
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Tuesday afternoon, December 10, Hudson Street

Maxine and the jigsaw puzzle.

Almost the whole floor of the studio is covered with white paper. A grid of 
square feet has been marked off on the paper in rust-colored chalk, and there are 
heavy black Xs here and there, each of them circled and numbered. It’s a full scale 
pattern for the jigsaw puzzle in Part 4.

Maxine Klein, who designed the original puzzle four years ago, has a scale 
drawing of it in her hand. Mal’s here too. He’s helping to transfer the drawing to the 
paper. Maxine points to where the lines go, then, holding a chalked string between 
them, they circle around each other. They’re both in stocking feet. They kneel down 
in front of the Xs Maxine indicates and snap the string. The pattern will measure 23´ 
by 27´ when it’s finished. What’s on the floor now is a third of that.

Maxine was trained as a stage designer. She also makes jewelry and restores 
paintings. She built scale models for the floats in a recent Walt Disney parade. 
Presently she’s making a model of the convention facilities for the next State Farm 
Insurance show. The deadline for that job is Friday. She works in paper, clay, brass, 
gold, silver, and wood. For the puzzle she’s planning to use foam-core insulation 
board.

Maxine doesn’t remember how she arrived at her design for the puzzle. Mal 
thinks Kei probably wanted certain paths and areas left open until the end of the 
dance when the last piece is laid down and the dancers are finally nudged completely 
out of the frame. 

Looking at her drawing, Maxine points to a large number of lines that radiate 
from the center and a large number of lines that suggest concentric circles. It looks a 
little like a crazy-quilt spider web. “I probably wanted some feeling of flow and 
coherence,” she says. There’s one change in the pattern this time around. Some of the 
large pieces will be split up so that no seams are needed. In the original puzzle, the 
pieces with seams were the first to get damaged.

When she and Mal are finished making the pattern, Maxine will transfer it to 
the insulation board, which comes in 4´ X 8´ sheets. Mal says they cost anywhere 
from $8 to $18 each, depending on the lumber yard. There are 81 pieces in the new 
puzzle, and Maxine estimates she will need 35 sheets.

Once the pieces are cut out and all the edges taped, Mal will label each piece 
according to its position on the floor and the order it gets laid down. He wants to 
have carrying cases built, perhaps by one of the companies that make drum cases for 
rock bands. Kei tells me that the work is a month behind schedule. I can’t tell if she’s 
worried or not.

After the puzzle Maxine will start work on the book for Part 9. She’s being 
paid $250 for both jobs together. The puzzle alone will take 75 working hours, but 
she says the payment is about right for a group like Kei’s. I ask what she would be 
paid if she were doing this for the New York City Ballet. “I don’t know. I probably 
couldn’t work for the New York City Ballet. Besides, they have a shop for something 
like this.”
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Wednesday afternoon, December 11, 17th Street

Mal says he’s exhausted from words. From thoughts. Just from thoughts. He 
found out this morning that he’ll have two-thirds less put-in time at the Brooklyn 
Academy than he was promised. Somebody – he thinks it’s the Royal Shakespeare 
Company – will be using the Lepercq Space until Tuesday midnight. The place, he’s 
now told, will be cleared out by Wednesday morning. Light opens Thursday. He says 
that if they’re lucky they can run through some of the pieces on Wednesday, but Kei 
doesn’t want the group working all night. He was counting on three days just to hang 
and focus the lights. “That’s not all. We won’t have any place to store sets. They told 
us we could use the balcony of the Opera House, but now there’s a show in there on 
Thursday.” He says there’ll be a production meeting at the Academy next week.

Kei continues to experiment with the walking section of Part 9. The changes 
form one step to another become more game-like. She adds a blocking maneuver as 
in basketball. She drops that and tries incorporating a game of tag. That’s even more 
confusing. Where to go?

Suddenly she stops. “Okay. Let’s forget about whole thing. I try to do 
interesting way, not game. Shouldn’t look like we’re doing game. So much 
complicated this way.”
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Wednesday afternoon, December 11 (after the rehearsal), 17th Street

Joan

Joan Schwartz. b. 1946 Yonkers, N.Y. Took ballet lessons
as a child and modern dance after graduation from the City
College of New York (major in psychology). First saw Kei's
work in 1971. Is a media representative for the New York
State Council on the Arts.

What have you learned from Kei?

She was the first person to take me aside and say, “I want to talk to you about 
your dancing.” The first thing she said was, “You need to be more centered. You get 
scattered.”

I started dancing with her at The Yard on Martha’s Vineyard. I asked 
specifically if I could room with Kei. I wanted to get to know her better. She taught 
me to trust myself, my impulses, feelings, ideas, other people – that they would 
respond to me. There was never anything as far as a particular kind of technique. 
Physically I don’t think what she teaches is anything different. I was learning to be 
more centered, more concentrated. That’s what I mean, more concentrated.

She’d say when I was being false. She’d tell me, “You weren’t there” or “You 
were there.” Mal helped too. That was in the workshops they taught together before 
the Vineyard. Those were very important classes to me. I was feeling very uptight 
about improvising. I had always been criticized about shape and dynamics and all 
those things. I was thinking from the outside instead of letting it flow. I couldn’t 
move any more. Mal and Kei began to make me feel that it didn’t matter what people 
saw. The important thing was how I felt. They gave me a different structure, to pay 
attention to what’s inside and to how you’re relating to the others. If you listen to 
yourself, your body, the energies around you, it’ll read.

At the Vineyard I think of her doing little things very carefully. Details, small 
things, like sea shells, grass, weaving baskets. She taught me to look at the sunset 
lying on my side. We used to walk down to the beach together. One time I looked 
back and she was curled up on her side. She told me to try it. Visually it’s a totally 
different trip. Instead of the sunset closing up this way [horizontally], it goes this 
way [vertically]. She always sees things and hears things that aren’t apparent to 
others. We had a whole roomful of grasses and dried flowers hanging upside down. 
One time when she cooked for us she made cold noodles with radishes all cut into 
beautiful little flowers.

The first time I performed with her was weird. Always before there was this 
anticipation and excitement. Then when we got to the performance it was an instant 
high. And then a big letdown. With Kei the performance was only a little different. It 
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was very clear. But there was also constant growing. It wasn’t an up-and-down thing. 
It was a curve that went up a little and then went right back into the work.

There’s such a scene in New York. Going to studios, auditions. Trying to 
work for this choreographer and that choreographer. You get caught up with it and 
you forget what it’s all about. Kei isn’t like that. It’s like being home. It’s trying to 
care for the people you work with and not trying to outdo them. It’s everybody 
investigating themselves and the work.

What’s Light about?

I’m not sure any more. Every piece is totally different for me. I’ve got a new 
idea.

What is it?

It used to be heavy images like searching, struggle. Now, well, it seems to me 
that what Kei asks most in performance is that you be absolutely truthful. So I guess 
Light is truth. But … I … I don’t like the way that sounds. I wish you wouldn’t write 
that.

What’s your solo like?

Absolute frustration. Do you know what it’s like to do only four movements 
for 15 minutes? I feel trapped. I get more and more frustrated until finally the lights 
go off.

What are the movements?

Itching. Being tickled. A Japanese folk movement. Hip, arm, and head circles.

And the people clapping?

It’s very important to me that they’re there. I need to have other people there 
who support me.

But the image I get is that they’re tormenting you.
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I know, but it’s nice they’re there. I don’t feel torment from them. I feel it 
from the sounds. Kei told me to imagine I’m very big and the people are small. I’m 
in an attic or someplace. They’re mice, but I’m fantasizing that they’re little men.

That solo was frightening. I’d never done a solo. But I knew Kei knew what 
she was doing. So I could do it. She’s very good at seeing when people need to reach 
beyond where they’re at. 
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Wednesday evening, December 11 (after the interview), 17th Street

Kei teaches a technique class from 5:00 to 7:00 on Wednesdays and Fridays. 
For several weeks now she’s been using the second hour to teach Part 6 to the 
students and to her core group. There are 14 people today. That’s only two or three 
more than I see at most rehearsals, yet the room seems more crowded. Maybe it’s the 
new faces.

I’m surprised by all the running back and forth. Kei told me that Part 6 uses 
the same material as Part 5 – standing, hanging, falling – but 5 takes place in a single 
spotlight.

The tempo of movements seems to be random – running, sprinting, lunging, 
creeping. Each person moves ahead a few paces, then freezes. On some faces I see 
surprise, on others anxiety. Sometimes the person just crouches and stares ahead. The 
focus is always straight ahead.

Mal falls on his face near the center of the room. A couple of people collapse 
on top of him. A few feet away John de Marco falls. Another pile begins to form on 
top of him. Mal and John gradually rise to their feet. The others reach toward them 
and hang on their arms, shoulders, chests, waists, legs. They both try to move 
forward. Some of the bodies fall off. They step over them. When they’re completely 
free, they fall forward and hit the floor again.

Pause.

Suddenly everyone looks up. They spring to their feet and start running again. 
Three new piles form and fall away. More running. Four piles. More running. Seven 
pairs of people, one hanging from the other and being dragged forward.

After this there’s a single hanging mountain with John Parton in the middle. 
The bodies sloping upward remind me of the Iwo Jima statue. Four other mountains 
follow, sometimes with one standing figure in the center, sometimes with two or 
three.

Kei watches from the side, her eyes darting back and forth. She tells the 
group she wants sharper freezes. She wants more moments of stillness and no 
extraneous movements. The time intervals between mountains are supposed to be 
different. Apparently they forgot this.

Afterwards she tells me there are two more sections to be learned. Also, she 
finds it hard to work with so many people. At first I think she’s referring to the size 
of the group, but then she says it’s hard because not everyone has the physical 
control that the piece requires.

64



Thursday night, December 12, East 96th Street

Wendy’s party

Wendy says there’ll be lots of Greek dancing tonight. The butcher from her 
island (Paros) is here on a visit. Walking past the kitchen I see Barbara putting 
cookies in the oven. I’m introduced to a row of round men (musicians) and long 
women (dancers).

Wendy gives me a scrapbook of her dance activities in Greece. The picture 
captions identify her as Wendy Papakonstantis, her married name. I ask how she met 
the butcher. “Oh, everybody knows the butcher. He dances. He likes foreigners. His 
name means Happy Light.” He has the upward curling mouth and close-cut hair I’ve 
seen on statues. Barbara says she likes him. She wants to go to Greece.

By 12:30 he’s done just one ordinary Greek dance. It’s been rock music since 
then. He’s been watching from the sidelines. Wendy says her Greek records aren’t 
modern enough for him.
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Friday afternoon, December 13, 17th Street

The group goes through the first section of Part 9 (the staccato section). Kei 
doesn’t say anything but goes immediately to the side-walk. This time the path will 
be up and back. There will be two people at a time doing it. Their heads will face 
inward toward each other. When they come back to the starting point, two others will 
replace them. It’s now a relay race for the men alone.

The switch at the starting line isn’t clear, and Kei asks for suggestions. They 
decide that whoever is taller will climb over the person who’s shorter. John and John 
begin the race. They’re replaced by Richmond and Abel. “Can do it twice?” Kei 
asks. They say they can.

Kei ties her rubber-band rope across the room and has the women go through 
the first section. They enter from under the rope. Again, when they’re finished, she 
makes no comment.

She goes on to the “leg things” (the walking section). The women start, 
following a circular route around the perimeter of the room. If they can, Kei wants 
them to pass each other on the outside. Joan says it’s like the roller derby. The 
changes from one step to another occur automatically at the upstage starting line. The 
men aren’t as sure of the steps, and they don’t seem to enjoy the work. The women, 
however, are excited.

Kei goes on to the “head things” (the marching section). She tells everyone to 
do the movements cleanly. Don’t cut any of them short. As in the past they should 
follow back-and-forth paths as swimmers do. In response to a question about racing 
Kei says not to push it. “Try to be naturally first.”

At 3:30, a half-hour early, she applauds the group. They applaud back, and 
the rehearsal ends.

“It’s almost done, isn’t it?” I ask her. She says yes. Just a few things are left. I 
mention some street sounds that would complement the racing image I have of the 
dance, but she says, “Not race, like a human’s life.” She already has an idea: One at a 
time four people could sing a children’s song. The tempo of it corresponds to the 
marching section. The singers could range upward in age from a child to a middle-
aged man. They might bounce a ball while they sing, doing under-the-leg and 
spinning maneuvers as basketball players do. As the dance progresses and a new 
page turns over, the singer-player who’s on stage could pass the ball along to the next 
person.

I mention again that I’d like to talk with Kei about the stages she went 
through in creating this dance and the reasons behind the changes I’ve seen. We were 
going to do this in January, but now she says she’ll forget if we wait that long.
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Saturday afternoon, December 14, 17th Street

Richmond is up in a corner of the room doing the movement that used to look 
like a dying cockroach. It’s much slower now, like a nightmare. He pushes himself 
on his back through some kind of thick ooze. His arms and legs rise up slowly. They 
tense. Their collapse afterwards, though equally slow, has the quality of utter 
exhaustion. The sequence is repeated until Kei, who’s holding a stopwatch, calls 
“Light out.”

The second section begins a little closer to us with Richmond lying on his 
back, asleep. Suddenly he springs up and begins catching things, heavy things the 
size of a basketball. I hear the air being punched out of his lungs when these things 
hit him.

The fourth section is the side-to-side roll. At the end of it, when the arcs can’t 
be extended any farther, he pushes them higher by springing off the ground.

I don’t remember seeing the sixth section before. It begins with Richmond 
asleep on his stomach. When he wakes he sneaks up on something and grabs it. He 
pummels it. He attacks other things the same way. His last attack is a jump forward. 
From the look of it he’s off balance, but he pulls his legs under him just in time to 
land on his feet. He punches the thing to death.

During the last two sections his breathing becomes harder. When the dance is 
over he can say only a few words at a time, but he tells Kei he knows he forgot one 
of the sleeping positions. Softly, without ever changing her sitting position on the 
floor, she talks to him. I hear something about a mouse. Kei continues to sit 
motionless as Richmond rolls his legs up and over his head and bends his neck 
against the floor. She gets up, touches his back, and walks away.
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Wednesday afternoon, December 18, 17th Street

There’s a Christmas tree blocking my view, so Kei suggests I sit in the middle 
of the room. She’s going to rehearse the walking section of Part 9, which now travels 
around the perimeter. While the group performs she corrects them. She tells them 
that the opened and closed positions of the legs need to be differentiated more. The 
jump forward on both legs should move ahead more. The difference between straight 
legs and bent should be greater. “Barbara, don’t bend knees.” Abel needs to get his 
legs wider apart. Everyone’s focus should be straight ahead, “one focus all the time.”

When the walking section is over and they’re getting ready for the marching 
section, Amy tells me I’ll be in the way. Kei says I should stay where I am. This time 
the performers come so close I can hear their breathing. Yet I never have to duck my 
head or move my legs out of the way. When our eyes meet there’s no 
acknowledgment. I try to think where else I’ve felt something as other-worldly as 
this. It must have been in a dream.

Kei wants to do the whole piece from the beginning. When I start to move my 
chair she asks me to stay. “Can I see? Do mind?”
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Thursday morning, December 19, The Lepercq Space

Production meeting 1

Mal takes Vince aside and points to a large area of tinted glass high up in one 
end of the room. “See that huge thing that looks like a restaurant? That’s your 
lighting booth.” Black iron ladders are attached to the long walls about every ten 
feet. Vince sees lights hanging from them. “That solves my problem,” he says. Mal 
reports that he got a letter yesterday from Harvey Lichtenstein, director of the 
Brooklyn Academy. Some additional money turned up and the group will be paid 
$1,500 instead of the $1,000 they contracted for. Mal says Vince can have the extra 
$500 to rent more lights.

Vincent Winter, the group’s stage manager, arrives followed by Jane Ward, 
the Academy’s production manager. She’s got a lot of keys hanging from her belt. 
When the introductions get around to me she says, “Oh yes, the man who’s writing 
the book.”

She tells us the Lepercq Space used to be a ballroom. The little balconies at 
both ends were intended for dance bands. Last year all the geegaws were taken down 
and the brick was exposed. She says that in spite of the length (120 feet) and the 
height (40 feet) the acoustics are very good. We hear rumbling underfoot. “The 
subways are very clear,” Mal quips. “After awhile you forget about that,” she replies. 
She warns that the size of the space is deceiving. When you get a group in here 
performing, and an audience, there’s never as much room as you expected.

Vincent asks about the audience bleachers. They’ll be set up at the northeast 
end of the space. Jane says they may or may not be here. They’re on order. He asks if 
he should think up an alternative seating plan. “No. I’ll take care of all that.”

Vince wants to measure how much light the instruments throw. “Probably it’s 
not possible,” Jane tells him. Then she notices someone moving around in the 
lighting booth. “Patrick?” We close the window curtains and Patrick turns all the 
lights on. It’s too much. Vince needs to see single lights by themselves. Jane says 
we’ll have to wait for Howie.

“What about storage of sets?” Vincent asks. Jane has no solution for that. Mal 
interrupts to explain that the only time the sets will be a problem is on Sunday. The 
other programs require little or no changes. Jane says that large flats could be set up 
just in front of the southwest wall (the wall the audience will be facing) and that the 
sets could be hidden behind the flats. Kei doesn’t like the idea.

Howie comes in, shows Vince where the lighting circuits come out of the 
walls, and climbs up to the booth. I see Kei whisper something to Mal. He tells her to 
wait. When I ask what it is she whispers to me, “I want to rehearse in space.”

Mal asks Jane if it’s okay for them to rent extra lights. She’s surprised. “You 
mean 96 isn’t enough?” Vince explains the need for side-lighting and for a different 
type of instrument than is already in the room. “Find out how many you need and 
we’ll talk about it” she replies. She has to leave.

Kei goes off by herself and looks across the room. Mal calls to her, “I hope 
you’re figuring out which directions the frame will go” She nods. However, it turns 
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out that she’s misjudged the dimensions. The performing space is 63 feet deep but 
only 28 feet wide, which means that her frame idea may not work. There isn’t room 
to shift it around as much as she wants. She asks Mal and the two Vincents to stand 
in front of the southwest wall. From the middle of the room they look very, very 
small.

Mal comes back to Kei’s question about rehearsing here. He points out that 
even if the room isn’t in use on some day, it may be set up for something that night. 
Kei says she’ll move chairs out of the way and back again.”No, Kei. We can’t do 
that. We can’t move anything here. It’s all union.” Vince thinks it could cost the 
Academy $80 or $100 to have chairs moved around.
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Friday afternoon, December 20, 17th Street

Loud rock music is on. Wendy sweeps up some broken glass. John Parton 
and Avi are cutting plasterboard and holding it up for Abel to fasten in place with an 
electric drill. It must have been during November that walls first appeared along one 
side of the loft. The skeleton started at the back, where the kitchen-living room is, 
and crept slowly toward the front, where Joan’s room is. Branches appeared. They 
marked off Avi’s room, then the room John will occupy, then the entrance area, 
where the passenger elevator comes up. More recently a separate skeleton has 
surrounded a bedroom at the back.

Kei comes in for the rehearsal. She checks out the floor. It’s already clean. In 
spite of the noise she lies down as usual, rubs her hands together, places them over 
her eyes and forehead, holds them there, breathes gently. Gradually the others arrive 
and change into practice clothes. Joan turns the radio off. Finally the drilling stops. 
John changes into sweat pants, Abel into tights and leg warmers. They both lie down.

The overhead lights seem brighter. They must have been moved. They make 
the floor shine. The street outside is silent. Usually children are playing at this hour. 
The radiators whistle softly and burp.

Near where I’m sitting Barbara walks back and forth practicing the head 
things from Part 9. Farther away Wendy ends her ballet barre and does what looks 
like a soft-shoe routine. She seems to be trying to remember how it goes. Way at the 
back Richmond tumbles and jumps. Abel sits cross-legged facing the wall. Kei 
begins to stretch herself. It’s a routine I haven’t seen before. She always does 
something different. When Barbara finishes her practice, she begins to massage 
John’s back. Kei and Joan pair off. Abel and Amy.

I hear Avi’s voice behind me in the freight elevator. The door bangs open and 
he hauls out a long flat structure. It has the words “As The World Turns, rooftop #8” 
written on it. He sets it against one of the new walls. The front is painted to resemble 
layers of bricks. He goes back to the elevator and comes out with “Duncan Hines No. 
2.” It’s a window and some of the surrounding wall. “Money Maze #17” is a 
cumbersome shape. Richmond comes over to help. It’s labeled on the back “Lincoln 
Scenic Studios.” Avi whispers that he found lots more but he’ll wait till after the 
rehearsal to bring it up.

The massaging continues. Richmond lies down on his back. After a while 
Abel and Amy get up. He stands behind her and kneads the base of her neck, then he 
bends forward and kisses her shoulder. She turns. They hug. Kei raises her head and 
looks around. 

Just then I think, the goal of life is to be content.
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Saturday afternoon, December 21, The Hartsdale Masonic Lodge

Children’s dance concert

Kei’s brother, a metallurgist, lives with his family in Hartsdale, N.Y. He’s 
been in America almost three years and will be returning to Japan in March. About 
two years ago his wife and some other Japanese mothers in the area got their children 
together and asked Kei to teach them dance. The classes are held in someone’s living 
room. For a while they took place once a week, but this year there have been two 
sessions, one on Monday afternoons, the other on Thursdays. In the spring the 
classes will move to the Masonic Lodge, where the children are having their semi-
annual concert at 2:00 today. All month the mothers have been sewing the costumes 
Kei designed.

Mal, Elsi, Amy, and I drive up at noon. (Kei had to get here earlier.) Shortly 
after we arrive four little girls peek in. Kei sets one of them down in front of her and 
applies makeup. The eyeliner upsets her, but she doesn’t cry until Kei is finished. 
More children arrive, and more, including Kei’s niece, Miyako.

The makeup work moves to the basement. The mothers all carry shopping 
bags when they come down the stairs. They greet each other with bows and nods. 
The tiniest child, somebody’s brother I think, stands in the middle of the floor with 
red mittens dangling from his wrists. He opens his arms for Kei when she goes by. 
Soon all 18 performers are made up and running up and down the stairs.

When show time nears the mothers and children return to the basement to get 
the costumes ready. There are 15 numbers on the program, all choreographed to 
recordings of Japanese children’s songs. Kei announces each number in Japanese and 
English and then steps aside. About 30 of us watch from benches along one side of 
the room. When the children emerge before us in rayon and bangles, they look 
entirely at home. It doesn’t matter to anyone if they forget a move.

The dances contain promenades, turns, hops, somersaults. There’s an 
occasional arabesque for the older girls. Kei prompts the littlest ones in Japanese and 
joins them for a circle dance. Between the ninth and tenth numbers the mothers bring 
us soft drinks. I’ve never seen Kei smile so much, and never so broadly. She’s only 
slightly bigger than her students.

The program lasts till 3:00. In a flash the children are gathered up, the 7-Up 
cans are swept away, and all the shopping bags disappear. Each departure of an 
automobile is accompanied by bows and nods. There’s always a woman’s face 
smiling from the rear window.

The parents leave two Christmas cards and some money with Kei. She says 
we can all eat in Chinatown tonight, but Mal thinks they should pay the rent first.

“Mal, was it good?”

“It was great, Kei.”
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Monday afternoon, December 23, 17th Street

The women are alone (four of them: Wendy called to say she’ll be late; 
Barbara isn’t needed today). They huddle together on the floor and massage each 
other. They’re giggling about something. Every now and then one of them looks over 
her shoulder at me and giggles some more.

Apparently Kei intends to go back to the original version of Part 2 – a solo 
walk with two rag women spiraling around. That’s how they do the piece today. Kei 
doesn’t say anything when it’s over.

She goes over a short passage in Part 3. She doesn’t want a series of 
disconnected poses when the dancers come down off a stepladder they’ve been 
sitting on. Instead she wants a series of stages, frozen, along the path of a continuous 
descent and fall. Mal arrives in time to join in the last few minutes of the piece.

Part 4 is difficult to rehearse without John de Marco. He’s in Canada for the 
holidays. Kei watches the piece intently but says nothing. On the way out she and 
Mal decide to follow John’s advice and give everyone a week off.
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Thursday afternoon, December 26, Hudson Street

Kei

                                             

She says she’s tired. She tried to get me on the phone but I was out. I start 
asking questions anyway. Her notebooks are in front of her, but before she picks 
them up she gives me a look like she thought she’d be able to talk me out of doing 
this.

She began actively thinking about Part 9 last April when Harvey Lichtenstein 
wrote to ask if the group would like to perform in the Lepercq Space. Sometimes 
when she creates a dance she begins with “a point.” Part 1 was that way. In that 
piece her first idea was a “short, strong image. Somehow, something was rocking.” 
(She rocks on her back throughout the piece.) With Part 9 the “all around thing” 
came first. She wanted the piece to convey the sense that life is “walking – long way 
to going.” Whatever the movement turned out to be, she wanted it simple and not 
“expressive.” Somehow it should also be connected with the inner nature of human 
beings.

She recorded these impressions in her notebook:

1)  fish in an aquarium, always moving
2)  sea gulls circling in the sky
3)  people in the street as seen from a skyscraper or from her studio, 
     people walking

She didn’t know in April how to bring these images to the stage, but the 
quality she wanted was clear. “I wanted quality of fish, of birds moving, their whole 
nature continuing forever.”

Kei traces the movement materials in Part 9 to a number of experiences. The 
third and fourth sections, which involve walking and isolated body movements, 
derive in part from dance classes she had in Japan. Her principal teacher there had 
seen native Americans dance during a visit to the U.S., probably in the late 1930s. 
The bent knees and isolated body movements that Indians use became part of his 
own exercise routines. Kei thinks that the side-walk idea may have come from a 
dream. The material for the staccato section came about by accident last June. Kei 
had asked a class she was teaching to move their heads from side to side in tiny 
jerks. Then she had asked them to start walking, then to add shoulder and other 
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movements in the same rhythm as the head jerks. It was something she just felt like 
doing.

By October 23, when she introduced the marching section to the group, she 
had decided five things: The piece had to “travel” continuously, it had to include 
walking, it would include isolated body movements, it would utilize the book idea 
she had been thinking about for several years, and it would probably be in four 
sections. 

Four is a congenial number she says. Part 6 and Part 8 also have four 
sections, and she often uses four dancers. She says that “two is even, three is 
somehow not round, six is too many, five is not right. Four is connected, round.” She 
points out that the corners of a square can also be points in a circle.

After the October 23 rehearsal she was satisfied that the material introduced 
that day would suit her basic conception. However, more would be needed. The idea 
of “relating,” which she experimented with that day, turned out to be “chintzy.” It 
might look good, but it was “not true.” Another idea she discarded was that one 
section of Part 9 would deal with extremities of the body, another with the torso, 
another with the hips, and so on. “This good for exercise. Visually didn’t have 
feeling I was looking for.”

A week later, on October 30, she introduced the side-walk to the group. When 
she saw how convincingly John de Marco did it she knew it would work. However, 
she also saw that most people were having trouble, which meant that she wouldn’t be 
able to do much with the idea. Someday she may come back and develop it further.

On November 8 she introduced the walking section (the “leg things”). The 
basic idea satisfied her, but it took more than a month, until December 13, to get the 
precise movements, the sequence, and the path settled.

The second half of November was the hardest period for her. Kei says she 
always enounters these times when she’s working on a new dance. Her notes for 
November 15 show that the four sections of the piece were settled, but not the order. 
That wasn’t clear until she came to the rehearsal on November 27. During those 
previous two weeks she didn’t rehearse Part 9 at all. She was “searching” herself, 
“what I like to do, to see.” Many things were not right. “Even if look nice, not what I 
want to see.”

Her principal concern was that the movements had turned out to be difficult 
for the group. She couldn’t decide whether to leave out the hard parts or to practice 
them more. Was there enough time? She “didn’t want it to look like trying. Should be 
perfect. Should be their nature. Sometimes I want to see trying, but not this piece.” 
Another problem was how to use the space, including what paths the dancers should 
take. She had considered zigzag diagonals, “like climbing mountain,” but that hadn’t 
worked out. On November 22, when she saw how Rudy Perez used the Lepercq 
Space, she got the idea for a moveable picture frame lying on the floor.

One morning she was “sitting in studio. Let’s make everything clear in mind. 
I concentrated very much, and I wrote that.” It’s in one of her notebooks that she 
clarified the order of the sections and decided that the side-walk would take a simple 
back-and-forth path and be performed by only two people at a time. As for the 
difficulty of the movements, that was resolved at the November 27 rehearsal. “At 
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that moment I felt was okay. They could do it. There was possibility, ten more 
rehearsals they could do it.”

The racing image now took shape in her mind. There wasn’t enough time to 
experiment with animal paths, as she has intended originally. So she took something 
typically human, a series of races. Also, it’s like life, “walking whole life long time, 
some people passing me – like getting grant.”

The final version of the leg things was settled on December 4. Two days later, 
by chance, Kei had the group perform this section in a circular path instead of back 
and forth. That looked right to her. Finally, on December 13, she decided to separate 
the men from the women. “This clean up whole trouble for me.” It bothered her 
having the men and women together because they’re “physically different. 
Sometimes makes good harmony. But noisy here.”

Kei now feels that the “first dimension” of Part 9 is finished. She means the 
movement. There are three more dimensions still to be worked on: the set (the book), 
the sound, and the four people who will sing and/or play with balls during the dance.

The sound may consist of beans dropping from sacks or baskets, which the 
dancers may wear on their backs. Perhaps there will be a large hole in the middle of 
each page of the book. When the pages turn up and over, the beans might somehow 
fall through the hole and form a “mountain” that grows as the piece progresses.

Maybe there will be a person in the middle who becomes surrounded by the 
beans. Maybe that person can change – grow older – as the pages turn over. Last 
week, when Kei had me sit in the middle of the dance, she was trying to see how a 
person in that position would change the space. Now she wonders, “Maybe doesn’t 
work. Maybe takes too much space.” She’ll test the idea again tomorrow when the 
group rehearses in the gymnasium at International House.

Maybe Kei will have one or two women sing a Japanese children’s song 
while the dance goes on. Maybe one or two men will pitch balls into the baskets that 
the dancers have on their backs. She thought it might be possible to put the ball 
players in the little balcony on far wall of the Lepercq Space, so they would be “in a 
different dimension,” but she saw at the production meeting last week that the 
balcony isn’t high enough.

What qualities do you look for in a dancer?

Trust me a lot.
Likes my work.
Knowing me a lot so I feel comfortable.
Nothing behind – not someone doesn’t like, doesn’t want to work.
Someone giving me relaxed, free.
Strong focus.
Good concentration.
Very much warm love.
Hard worker.
Loves dance, loves perform.
Knows themselves – it not, weak, disappear.
Someone who can forget about themselves – not me, me, me all time.
Someone can share with another person and with group.
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Also, physically I have look – something going on in the body when they 
move.

You haven’t said anything about technique.

No. Knowing themselves. Knowing body. Not interested in seeing 
somebody’s technique. I lost interest in dancing dancers. Really. Completely lost 
interest. With them I feel like department store – so many clothes hanging on rack. I 
never feel dancing dancer has own body. Way move is same -- like doll, puppet. Like 
watching television – recreation, not impress, move. It’s okay. Could be enjoy, but 
doesn’t do anything to me.

What dancers do you enjoy?

Bill Dunas, Meredith Monk, Living Theater. I see Merce Cunningham once 
in studio. Very short solo. Just once I feel there is Merce Cunningham seeing he 
completely forget what he is doing.

Look at cat. Has all one reason to move. Even tail has same reason. Animals 
like that. Humans – only something like fire makes people’s bodies honest.

Puzzling to me, dancing dancer. Never have that moment. If get mad, then 
beautiful moment. With dancing dancers I don’t get that moment. I cannot believe it 
what they do. That’s it: Their body – I can’t believe it what they’re doing.

Will there be more Parts to Light?
Yes.

How many?

If I live to be fifty, maybe … All my life. I going to do that until my last 
piece.
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Friday afternoon, December 27, International House

Mal and I tape off a section of the floor that corresponds to the size of the 
floor frame. “Look very small,” Kei remarks. She asks everyone to line up along the 
back of the frame and face her. They fill almost all the space. “Oh, two more people 
coming,” she remembers – herself and John de Marco, who’s still in Canada. Kei 
asks Mal to extend the length of the frame by seven feet. Then she asks him to sit in 
the middle of the space while the group rehearses Part 9. She gives him seven bean 
bags to throw in the air.

For the staccato section she wants the dancers to stay at the back of the frame 
and Mal in the center. (She mentioned to me yesterday that she wants an insecure 
quality at the beginning of the piece.) The last section is so crowded that the dancers 
hardly have room to do the movements.

Kei goes back to the third section. She keeps the men and women in separate 
groups, and she keeps the change of steps at the upstage starting line. But instead of 
having the two groups do the section separately, one after the other, she tells the 
men’s group to enter the space when the women are downstage, halfway around their 
first lap. They go through the whole section like this, opposite each other.

She goes to the fourth section and again divides the men and the women. She 
wants the womens' line to enter first, go to the end of the “page,” and turn back with 
the next movement. When they turn the men are to enter and start toward the women. 
The two lines are to meet in the center, turn around, go back to their respective ends, 
turn, change to the next movement, meet again in the center, turn around, etc.

The width of the space isn’t crowded any more, but it seems to me that the 
impression of walking forever has been lost. Maybe Kei feels the same way. After a 
few times back and forth she asks the two lines to cross through each other, continue 
to the opposite ends, then return to the middle. That single long phrase makes a big 
difference. A few turns later she asks for another pass-through but this time she tells 
Elsi to leave the women’s line and walk beside Richmond, who’s in the channel 
opposite hers. After several more turns, another couple pairs off, then another. A long 
while later the last couple forms. Kei asks them to keep moving but to line 
themselves up in a single straight row. They manage this maneuver just in time for 
the last movement. When they’re halfway toward her, Kei calls, “Freeze.”

It looks great.  “Now we have figure out how we did it,” Kei says.
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Saturday night, December 28, near Great Barrington, Vermont

Abel’s wedding

After the rehearsal yesterday Abel told us he’s getting married. It’s timed for 
10:51 tonight when the moon is full.

While some of us haul in logs for the fireplace, he and Richmond gather 
branches for a bonfire. Shiva, our host, recruits the women to help fix supper. The 
table has a chain of balsam down the middle and a garland of red sumac spears in the 
center. The women set candles out, then apples and plates of cheese and dark bread.

When I meet Melissa, the bride, I recognize her as the person who came to 
rehearsal last week and sketched. Her children are here: Kelly, who’s ten, and 
Michael, who’s almost twelve.

We stand behind our chairs for a long time. I think everyone feels something 
should happen before we sit down. Finally we join hands and Abel says how good it 
is. Way at the other end of the table Melissa laughs.

When we’re seated Richmond reads a poem, “Abel and Melissa”:

Marrying: you’ll see the stars
       are

the moon speaks: I am listening.

There’s a rush of imagery. It ends:

The eagles wings: back and
Forth beat, heart out back
The peyote birds: separate.

Pots of brown rice and vegetables are handed round, and wine. Outside 
through the windows I see the moon weaving shadows in the snow.

After supper Abel, Shiva, and Randy improvise music for voices, guitar, and 
drums. Whenever someone puts a new log on the fire the light makes our faces shine 
in unison.

A few of us go tobogganing. Three times we make it through the trees to the 
bottom. Dogs for miles around all bark. It’s the first time I’ve ever played in the 
snow by moonlight. Walking down to the lake Amy says it’s like walking in a black-
and-white movie.

Time here is strange. It’s only 10:00.

Indoors something’s changed. People are talking about leaving. The owner of 
the property was here (it’s a children’s camp in summer). He didn’t know about the 
wedding. He told Shiva we can’t have a bonfire. We can’t spend the night either. 
Melissa carries a blue suitcase outside.

We stand on the highest part of a field in a large circle. Abel teaches us a 
Seneca chant, which we repeat twelve times. He walks around the inside of the 
circle, then the outside. He crosses and takes Melissa’s hand, and together they walk. 
She’s wearing a long hooded robe embroidered with rust colored vines.

80



Richmond reads the words of the ritual. Shiva explains their meaning. The 
couple exchange rings and vows. Abel asks us to look at each other, which we do for 
a long time.

Before we part we turn again to where the moon is playing with the clouds.
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Monday, December 30, Brooklyn and Lower Manhattan

The surprise party

About a month ago Kei told us she never had a surprise birthday party. Today 
she’ll have one. My job is to keep her busy till 6:00. It’s Joan’s idea that I take her to 
the aquarium at Coney Island. She loves the idea. Yesterday she told Elsi she was 
thinking about going there this afternoon. She wonders if I’ve been talking to Elsi. I 
haven’t.

Since I volunteered to mix up some wassail, I take along two gallon jugs in a 
shopping bag. I tell Kei it’s a birthday present. I’ll heat some of it for her when we 
get back. She doesn’t ask any questions.

It looks to me like we’re ahead of schedule, so I drive as slow as I can. I 
overshoot the Coney Island exit by two miles. I park a quarter mile from the 
aquarium.

Inside I read all the labels. I linger over everything. Kei has two favorites: a 
school of pink alabaster fish, round, the only ones that swim as a group; and a tiny 
translucent creature, caterpillar-like, that paddles with all its legs at once. She doesn’t 
say anything about the sea horses in the caterpillar’s tank.

We drink coffee in the restaurant until they turn the lights off. It’s too cold to 
watch the sunset. It’s too early to go straight home. So I avoid the expressway and 
drive overland to the Brooklyn Bridge. Kei doesn’t say anything. I turn the radio on 
to keep track of the time. We stop for all the lights. We detour four blocks to get gas.

Still we’re too early. As we’re crossing the bridge I think to myself, What can 
I say that will sound perfectly natural? I suggest we go sightseeing. We start at the 
Cocoa Exchange, which has scaffolds outside for climbing and sitting on and where 
the entrance is like the inside of a vacuum cleaner hose. We look at the lights and 
sculptures along Water Street. Finally it’s okay to go home.

When we park Kei notices that the studio lights are on. “Maybe Maxine and 
Mal are building the puzzle,” I say. Kei thanks me for the trip and says goodbye. I 
remind her of the wassail and get out of the car. She says she wants to buy cat food at 
the deli. Don’t I want to go up ahead of her? No, I say, I’ll wait.

Inside the building one of the Part 6 dancers is going up the stairs. I’ve got to 
say something natural. “Laurie,” I say, “what are you doing here?” She responds, 
“Hi, Kei. Oh, I just came visiting.” Kei doesn’t ask any questions. Laurie and I 
exchange glances. When we get to the fourth floor I cough loudly.

The studio is dark. “Oh,” I say, “the lights are off.” The door to the living 
room is shut. Kei mutters something about “this stuff.” Later I realize that everybody 
left their coats and shoes outside the living room door. In the darkness at the end of 
the studio I see shadows of food.

We go inside to the living room. Mal is standing alone. His face looks as 
though he’s been holding his breath for a long time. I tell him I’ve brought wassail. 
He doesn’t respond. Some actor you are, I think. The kitchen door is shut.
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Kei hangs up her coat. Nothing happens. It’s absolutely silent. I wonder how 
long we have to stand around like this.

Very slowly the kitchen door opens. There’s a mob of people inside. A long 
chain of them begins to crawl out doing the head things from Part 9. Kei looks 
around suddenly and jumps.
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Friday afternoon, January 3, The Lepercq Space

As people arrive Kei tells them where the audience will sit. Mal adds, “Don’t 
move anything. Don’t ask for anything.” There’s a piano in our way and some racks 
of chairs. He goes to see about having them moved. When he returns he winds an 
alarm clock and sets it for 3:30. We have to be out by 4:00.

Three workmen come in to move the piano. They complain. It wasn’t 
supposed to be delivered until tomorrow. When they start to close the window 
curtains I ask if we can leave them open. Mal rushes over. “Please don’t do that,” he 
tells me. The workmen finish and lights come on overhead.

Kei tells everyone they have ten minutes to warm up.

She wants to start with Part 9, to “find out space, so I can see if going right.” 
Mal measures out the area they decided on at International House. “That’s very 
small,” she says. She asks him to make it 45 feet deep instead of 34.

Mal and I take turns playing with the bean bags. Kei walks down to the 
audience’s end of the room. Vince Lalomia comes in to make notes for the lighting.

After Part 9 Mal untangles a long piece of string the size of the floor frame 
and lays it down. The room isn’t wide enough to change the position much. Vince 
questions the idea of having some of the audience sitting along the sides of the 
performance area. Kei wants that very much. But the lights will be in their eyes, 
Vince says. I wonder to myself if she really wants to use the floor frame. The width 
looks all right but there’s a huge cavern of empty space behind and overhead. Several 
times she considers the objections we raise, and always she says, “That way I have 
only one possibility.” Hurriedly she has the group mark out Parts 1-6 with the string 
frame at different angles. The alarm rings.

On the subway home she tells Mal the space isn’t working. It isn’t alive. 
From where the audience will sit, the dancers look tiny, like bean sprouts. “I wish 
didn’t have class,” she says. She has to teach a class at 5:00. “You always feel that 
way after a vacation,” Mal responds. “No, not that,” she says.
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Saturday afternoon, January 4, 17th Street

Kei lies on her back, her feet propped up on the radiator. Joan walks by and 
waters the plants. By twos and threes the others arrive. John de Marco is back. It 
seems a long while since I last saw everyone together.

Kei wants to clean up the third and fourth sections of Part 9. The men’s and 
women’s groups should try to do the leg things exactly together, and they should find 
a way to change from one step to another simultaneously within their groups. The 
women huddle together and work out a signaling system for themselves. The men 
wait. When they hear what the women’s solution is, they say they don’t like it.

During the rehearsal the men forget their steps. At one of the changes they 
have to stop and start over. Kei says she’s worried about all these mistakes. Usually 
mistakes aren’t a problem in her work, she tells them, but this dance is different. She 
also feels “each man too separate.” She wants them to “get together with group.” 
Twice she says it’s a matter of the heart. Abel responds, “Okay guys, let’s drop our 
egos for awhile.”

Kei simplifies the cross-over maneuvers she added last week in the marching 
section. It’s clearer now that the two lines marching toward each other and back will 
eventually merge. She also drops a few of the scooping movements because they’re 
awkward when people are marching so close to each other.
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Saturday afternoon, January 4 (after the rehearsal), 17th Street

Wendy

Wendy Osserman. b. 1942 New York City. Degree in
theater from Smith College. Studied dance with Alice
Condodino and others. Was married for eight years to a
Greek painter. Met Kei on Martha's Vineyard in 1973.
Has a dance group of her own. Teaches dance and takes
classes in ballet, voice, t'ai chi, Alexander technique, and
jazz dance.

Coming back from Abel’s wedding Wendy remarked, “Sometimes I think 
choreography is just inventing rules for a game.” I wondered, Is Wendy an imitator? 
Is she copying the obvious things Kei does or is she thinking more deeply? I asked if 
we could talk about what she’s learned from Kei.

I wrote out some notes:  My training was in the way. I had to lose some of the 
style that training leaves on you. Like the fall in Part 2 – I was doing it like a dance. 
I was doing the form, not the content. It’s secure to feel form. It’s more challenging 
to feel content.

I’ve heard trained dancers get angry about people like Kei. They think the work is 
too easy. What would you say to them?

I don’t feel it’s that easy. It’s an exercise in finding who I am. I can’t lose 
myself in the shapes. I have to come across as me. Dancers look strange. Being 
highly trained may be beautiful, but it’s not always so interesting.

What have you learned from Kei about choreography?

I try to combine a specific idea with letting people work it out. Like I said 
before, things are more like a game, making up rules. I try creating a problem, I 
create a conflict, then work on it choreographically.

My people have less training now. I used to get people who just came out of 
college, like the North Carolina School of the Arts. Now it’s more people I like. They 
give me more. The others would just stand there.

How do you find people now?

Barbara I met here. Friends. Amy sometimes comes. One girl did night clubs 
with me. Another girl is coming to class here. One boy is a friend of Richmond’s. 
Richmond used to come. Ken and his best friend, his ex-girlfriend. See, it’s all 
friends.

What else have you learned from Kei?
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Patience, consistency. If I just stay with it and work on it three times a week, 
something will grow. I wrote down, “Balance between dancer and image so they take 
each other on.” She has the image and she gives it to us. Everybody works it out a 
little differently.

She keeps returning to a root. Part 6 is a lot about oposites. You have strength 
as a supporter, then later you need to have support yourself. It connects feeling to 
movement. It’s necessary, like fire is fire. Today, you saw, she dropped something. 
The point to her isn’t intricacy of movement but the feeling.

In warm-ups she always comes up with new things. I don’t have to repeat 
things, I learned. Wendy can create it. It’s inventive. There’s a sense of playing with 
movement, trusting your body to come up with new ways. Someone with no training 
and me both get something from her classes. I used to think only an advanced class 
was right for me, but here I’m challenged, too.

There’s something about passive and active. I guess it’s oriental that way. We 
don’t have to do the movement but just be there. Other people, when they put an 
improv section in a dance, you get tense about it. You think, oh dear, I have to be free 
here. Can I do it tonight? You never feel that with Kei. You feel yourself and part of 
the group.      

Her image in Part 7 – the planting scene – is to catch a glimpse of ourselves. 
For me it’s like being on a bus – you look up and see the top of your head reflected. 
Some days I don’t want to do that. I came here to dance. I don’t want to deal with 
myself. In Part 1 we’re supposed to be focusing in on ourselves. I think, on the street 
I’m like that. It’s hard to play myself.

Her pace, too. She gives enough time for people to be in it. It’s knowing how 
much you can load on. She knows how much we can take and still be in control … 
No, not control. Conscious is a better word.

Part 7, Planting Scene
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Tuesday afternoon, January 7, Hudson Street

Mal and John de Marco are learning the double solo from Part 8. Abel and 
Richmond have been learning it, too. Kei wants to alternate casts in Brooklyn.

She begins by reviewing the “crying positions” with John and Mal. Some of 
them look fairly standard to me. In others the hands are clasped overhead or down at 
the side in the manner of professional mourners. At one point the arms circle up 
overhead and both thumbs jab down into the mouth like criss-crossed swords. The 
first few poses are done in a kneeling position. The later ones are done standing. 
Kei’s used this material once before, in the crying dance that Elsi does in Part 7. 
Altogether there are 15 positions.

Kei reviews the “laughing positions.” The first one is a doubled-over laugh. 
The third is a “giggle” with the head tilted to the side and one shoulder raised. The 
seventh and eighth are “big laughs.” In one of them the arms are flung out and a leg 
is raised. In the other the head is thrown back and the arms are wrapped around the 
stomach. On the tenth count Mal and John fall to the floor. On the eleventh they roll 
their legs back over their heads. Mal doesn’t believe this one. “How can you laugh 
like that?” he asks. “Children laugh that way,” Kei responds.

There are 18 laughing positions. When Mal goes through them again he 
questions the one in which his body is thrust forward on one leg and his left hand is 
held cupped just in front of his open mouth. “What does it mean, Kei?” She says it’s 
“that moment” just before his body moves forward and his hand slaps over his 
mouth.

They learn the “wall positions.” These are done against a broad white board 
that’s been cut to resemble the outlines of a starched kimono. One of the men wears 
it on his back suspended from shoulder straps while the other leans on it, falls, turns, 
picks himself up, and starts over again. There are seven of these positions. The 
sequence gets repeated four times.

While John does the wall sequence, Mal looks over his shoulder and asks 
what’s happening. Kei tells him, “You throwing beans, say, ‘Good in, bad out.’” John 
finishes the wall positions, moves away from the board, and starts doing the laughing 
positions.

They go through the whole dance from the beginning.

John has to improvise cries for two minutes. He moves rapidly around the 
studio. The sounds he makes are believable, but they’re dry sounds, unlike any 
crying I’ve ever heard. Mal tosses white beans from a box hung from a strap around 
his neck and calls, “Good in! Bad out!” He says the words in different tempos and 
tones of voice. John moves into the crying positions. He heads toward the board and 
does the wall positions. Then he does the laughing poses. Kei calls, “Light out.”

The two of them stand back-to-back with the board between them. Mal says, 
“Good in! Bad out!” John responds, “Good out! Bad in!” Kei says, “Light out.”

They switch roles. Mal improvises laughing for two minutes. Afterwards he 
moves into the 18 laughing positions. John throws handfuls of beans around the 
room and calls, “Good out! Bad in!” Mal moves toward the board, does the wall 
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sequence four times, then the crying positions. “Blackout,” Kei says. They stand 
back-to-back again. “Light,” says Kei. John says, “Good out, bad in.” Mal says, 
“Good in, bad out.”

“Blackout,” says Kei. “That’s whole thing.”

Mal complains about the wall positions. He has to do them at a tempo set by 
John’s bean throwing. It’s fast and the poses get sloppy. “I don’t feel as if I can do 
any of them,” he tells Kei. She answers, “Yes.” She seems to mean it’s supposed to 
be that way. John adds, “This is very frustrated, this one. I never feel I can do it.” He 
reminds Mal that during the wall positions the facial expressions are supposed to 
change. His own face is supposed to change from crying to laughing. Mal’s is 
supposed to change from laughing to crying.

They get brooms and sweep up the beans.
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Wednesday afternoon, January 8, 17th Street

Kei’s mouth tenses as she watches Part 9. Twice she slaps her hands against 
her knees to keep the tempo up. Although only two of the men are here today, they 
aren’t together and they keep forgetting what comes next. She calls a break.

She corrects something Joan was doing than tells the group, “Lots of 
movement doesn’t look well. Should look well, together.” The women practice some 
more.

Mal announces that the Wednesday and Friday classes will be discontinued so 
that rehearsals can run from 1:00 to 7:00 those days. Two hours will be added to the 
Saturday rehearsals. There will be one more afternoon at the Brooklyn Academy – on 
January 15. Kei says to come on time. It’s the only rehearsal they can have there 
until the day they perform.

On February 4-7 the group will run through the complete Brooklyn programs. 
Mal’s looking for a large rehearsal space. Maybe they can go through the programs 
again on February 19-22. On February 8 part of the group will go to Oberlin College 
for a week.
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Friday afternoon, January 10, 17th Street

Kei asks Mal to time Part 9. It takes 30 minutes. She’s surprised. She thought 
it was much longer. They go through the piece again. This time it takes 29½ minutes. 
When it’s over the women talk about how to improve their performance. The men 
rest.

The pages of the book will be made of muslin. Kei says she wants the first 
page to be turning over when the lights come on.

She reviews the fight dances in Part 7. There are six of them, all using the 
same sequence of contact points: chests, hips, ankles, heads. The dancers pair off and 
touch each other at these point in various ways: “shock-turn,” “little shock,” “jump-
turn,” “running fight.” When I see Amy and Elsi locking heads, one of them trying to 
pin the other to the ground, I remember a book Kei found at my place on 
Thanksgiving. It’s called African Safari, and it shows horned animals fighting each 
other in the manner of these dances.

Régine Kunzle comes in to join the rehearsal. She was in the premiere of 
Part 7 two years ago. Since then she’s been studying European court dances and 
publishing monographs on Louis XIV’s dancing master. At Kei’s request she’s going 
to perform in Brooklyn.
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Saturday afternoon, January 11, 17th Street

Out of earshot of the others Mal tells Kei she better remind people to get to 
rehearsals on time. “Amy? Wendy?” she calls. “Hurry up. We going to start soon.”

Mal measures the size of the frame on the studio floor. There’s plenty of 
room for the depth of it, but the width of the studio is about four feet short. I ask if 
the lighting in Brooklyn will be able to create the illusion of a confined space. He 
says that Vince is working on it.

Amy, Wendy, Elsi, and Joan tie sacks filled with dried leaves on their backs 
and stand along one side of the room. It’s Part 1. Kei lies down behind them and 
starts rocking on her back. Mal calls “Lights.” At the end of the piece, when the 
women are close together and turning rapidly, I hear the leaves crunching together. 
Mal calls “Blackout.” Hurriedly Wendy and Amy exchange the leaf sacks for rag 
bundles.

Part 2 follows immediately, as it will in Brooklyn. Elsi does a slow-motion 
walk. A while back she told Wendy how hard she had to work to control her arms. 
She has to hold them still but poised for 12 minutes. I watch the ends of her fingers. 
They never move.

The piece is repeated. This time with Wendy in the walking part. Afterwards 
Kei tells the rag women to make their legs heavier. Their feet should drag, not 
bounce. The whole thing should have more heaviness – like a dark sky.

Mal gets the stepladders out for Part 3. “Amy,” Kei calls, “no break today.” 
Amy’s trying to eat lunch. The three women in this piece (Amy, Elsi, Joan) are 
blindfolded. Kei tells them they’ll have to be careful not to step on the floor frame. 
Mal, who’s also in the piece, isn’t blindfolded. He says there are two places where 
he’ll be able to guide the women. 

Why does Part 3 bother me so much? I wish I knew. It goes on for so long. 
It’s so disconnected. I hate the blindfolds and the stepladders. The whole piece 
embarrasses me.

When Kei calls “Blackout,” the women move away. No, stay there, she says. 
She’ll still be squatting on stage in a pool of light. (Vince told me that once Kei 
wasn’t relaxed in her squatting position. She held it anyway, for the full 25 minutes. 
After the final blackout, the other dancers had to carry her offstage and help her 
unbend her legs.)
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Wednesday afternoon, January 15, The Lepercq Space

Howie apologizes for the cold. He called three hours ago to have the heat 
turned on, but nobody did it. He also apologizes that the bleachers are in the way.

Kei re-positions the ”sleeping mountain” at the beginning of Part 7 so that it 
occurs farther downstage. Some of the other sections have to come forward, too. 
Twice, when the spacing seems to be worked out, Mal asks if they should keep on 
with the scene. Both times Kei says yes. She sounds impatient. When they get to 
Wendy’s solo, Mal says she’s approaching too fast. Wendy asks Kei what to do. “We 
rehearsed it,” Kei tells them. “Why asking now?” The sleeping dance violates the 
area reserved for the farmers. “Why having trouble?” she asks.

She talks to the group: People were late. They’re forgetting everything. She 
thinks she should change next week’s schedule so they can rehearse Part 7 every 
day. It’s not working at all. Mal steps behind her and holds her shoulders. “It’s not so 
bad,” he says. “Only some things aren’t clear. It’s because we’re in a new space. 
Don’t worry. We’ll work on it.”

Two of the extra performers for Part 6 arrive. Kei explains to them that the 
bleachers won’t be in their way at the performance. They’ll be able to get to both 
pairs of wall ladders. (She wants them to not only dart back and forth but to shoot up 
the walls.)

While Part 6 is going on Kei and Mal walk to the audience’s end of the room. 
Once again Kei worries about how tiny everyone looks. She’s afraid the audience 
won’t be able to see. “I think it’s wrong way I’m putting audience.” Mal tells here 
there’s no alternative. He looks at the space again and figures that the orchestra seats 
in a theater would be just as far back as we’re standing now. Vince comes over. He 
agrees that the people at the back of the space look small, but those in front don’t.

We decide it’s an optical illusion. The room is extremely narrow in proportion 
to its depth, and the ceiling is seven times the height of a person. We put our hands 
above our eyes to block out the upper two-thirds of the space, and immediately the 
dancers look life-size. Simultaneously we have a vision of the whole audience 
wearing visors.

The spacing of Part 8 is quickly solved, leaving time for all of Part 9. The 
men do it much better than last week. They had an extra rehearsal Monday night. 
Still, some of the steps aren’t clear. Kei can’t understand why the piece works at 
Joanie’s loft and not here. It’s the space, Mal tells her again. People aren’t used to it.

While the leg things go on I notice some people high up in one of the little 
balconies. There’s a tall thin man dressed in brown; another man, balding and 
heavier, wearing a suit; and two young women in dresses. They’re drinking 
something and eating donuts while they watch us. I ask Mal who they are. He isn’t 
sure but he thinks the older man may be Harvey Lichtenstein.
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Friday afternoon, January 17, 17th Street

Kei tells the men they were looking better on Wednesday when they did Part  
9, but “let’s make more better today.” Again some mishaps occur in the leg section. 
Kei asks the men to use a vocal signal at the troublesome changes, the way the 
women do, but they don’t like the idea. There’s a piece of tape on the floor marking 
the spot where changes should be made, and the men think that ought to be enough. 
Kei finally gets them to use a signal at the worst trouble spot.

The women do the head things alone. The men get halfway through the same 
section and have to stop. They’re confused about the sequence. Kei asks them to talk 
it through, which they do. They start out again, but it’s no better. They keep looking 
at each other to see what comes next. Kei gasps repeatedly. When it’s over she says 
she can’t understand why they don’t remember.

Richmond defends the group: They don’t remember because they don’t have 
to. The way the dance works out now, the women’s line is one movement ahead of 
them. All they have to do is look at the women to know what comes next.

Kei isn’t satisfied. She begins to talk faster. “It’s not watching dance. It’s 
remembering dance.”

This time Richmond says it’s stupid to remember something when you don’t 
have to. Besides, she’s never been concerned about their being together. She says 
that’s because she was working on the choreography. Now it’s time to work on 
technique. Anyway, she says, the women have always been better. “I know why not 
remembering – because not caring.”

Richmond stands apart from the others and peers at Kei. “Okay, we’ll learn 
it,” he says, “but you understand why we didn’t remember?” She doesn’t answer.

They try again. It’s still no better. Kei stands up and says, “I have to change 
it. Impossible to get together.”

“Why change it, Kei?” John Parton asks. “We never tried before.” John de 
Marco agrees. He asks Kei what’s most important now.

“Boys’ line together. Tempo same, rhythm doesn’t stop. Everybody doing 
right movement. Should be together, but doesn’t much matter if one person different. 
Movement should be clear. Girls’ movement much clearer than boys’ movement.”

Amy proposes a system for keeping everyone together, but Kei says she 
doesn’t want a system. She wants it to happen without a system.

“What should be the attitude of people when the lines meet?” Joan asks. 
“Should we acknowledge each other?”

“Doesn’t know yet. At rehearsal we find out.”

They talk a lot longer. Most of their questions Kei can’t answer. After awhile 
she stops them and says, “It’s coming … “ She hesitates. “It’s coming, coming … 
Anyway, it’s coming.” They all laugh, and one of the women holds her.
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Saturday afternoon, January 18, 17th Street

Confrontation

I arrive an hour late. The women for Part 1 and Part 2 are still stretching and 
massaging each other. Wendy looks up and tells me, “You missed the great 
confrontation. It was the whole point of the book.” At first I think she’s joking, but 
the others look serious. They won’t say what happened.

While 1 and 2 are going on, the rest of the group arrives. Kei says she wants 
to do a warm-up based on the head things in Part 9. They go through the sequence, 
walking across the room in single file.

She stops the line repeatedly to correct people. At one point she tells John de 
Marco he isn’t making the scoops big enough. John says he thought the scoops were 
supposed to be small. Kei says no. He explains how he thought they were supposed 
to be. Again she says no. Joan says that his chest, instead of being the center of the 
circle, should be the perimeter. Kei demonstrates how she wants the movement to 
look, then how John was doing it. He says he wasn’t doing it that way. She 
demonstrates again. He still disagrees.

Kei turns abruptly and walks away from him. “I don’t understand. Yesterday 
movement not good. Today I try making better.” She says she’s trying to help. For a 
second her voice falters. “Why not trying to do right?” She says she practices all the 
time at home, even her own solo. Halfway through the next sentence she turns again 
and walks behind a curtain that screens off the dressing area.

Everyone starts talking at once. They talk about the movements. They correct 
each other. They decide to complete the sequence. As they cross back and forth in 
single file they ask each other if what they’re doing looks right. I can see the floor 
beneath the curtain where Kei disappeared. There’s no sign of her. The group stands 
around when the sequence is completed. Then they repeat a few of the movements 
and stand again. Finally Amy asks me to speak to Kei.

She’s lying on her back, her arms under her head. She looks up immediately. 
“They asked me to tell you they’re ready to work on Part 7.” She nods.

I tell the group she’ll be out. Someone suggests they practice the chicken 
dance. The scene is noisy. There’s continuous foot-stomping. They repeat it a couple 
of times and talk about the counts. John huddles on the floor, stretching his back. 
There’s still no movement under the curtain.

The group sets out a few chairs and milk cases to represent the set. John 
moves into place for the opening farmer scene. Mal isn’t here to do it with him. Just 
as he begins, Kei appears at the far end of the studio. She looks our way for a 
moment, then steps slowly forward. She reaches behind one of the concrete pillars 
along the side of the room and picks up a bamboo cane. It goes with her role. She 
leans on it and limps back to the far end of the studio. There’s no expression at all on 
her face.

The farmer scene ends. Kei stands and motions for the other dancers to 
shuffle downstage. They do the chicken dance for her and shuffle back. She signals 
for Abel to do a wind dance. He begins, then pauses, then speaks.
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Abel:  I know a little bit about you.

    He whirls and pauses again.

     The others watch from behind the fence.

    Kei searches for something.

Kei:  I lost grain of rice. Looking for grain of rice.

    She finds the grain and holds it between her fingers.

Kei:  Grain of rice is good luck and love.

    She raises her hand and releases the grain.

Abel:  Is that love?

    She doesn't answer.
 

    He whirls away.

    The others stand.

    The next section begins.
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Wednesday afternoon, January 22, 17th Street

Resolution 1

Amy brings a cup of tea from the kitchen and watches the men rehearse the 
head things. At Kei’s request they’ve gotten together to practice Part 9 by 
themselves. This was her only response to Saturday.

“That’s great when you’re together,” Amy tells them.

As the men walk back and forth Richmond relates a long and complicated 
dream he had last night. “Do you mind if I tell you things?” Amy asks. “No,” 
Richmond says. “We need to get sharp like the girls, especially since we’re 
independent artist types and you guys are just tools.”

“I’ll give you a tool,” she tells him.

They talk about how to keep the line together. When they’re ready to begin 
again, John de Marco asks, “How do we know when to start?” “Just feel it,” Abel 
says. They stand in a row for a few seconds and start together.

Amy tells them the women’s rules for making changes in step during the leg 
section. “We slow down just before the change. No passing on the inside.” She tells 
them again about the signal they use, a sharp breath. The men talk it over and finally 
decide to adopt the women’s rules. “I wish our group could be crazy and let them be 
neat,” Richmond says. “Fucking Part 9. This isn’t Light.”

The first time they use the breath signal it doesn’t work so they back up and 
try again. It works.
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Wednesday evening, January 22, International House

Resolution 2

Kei tells the extra dancers for Part 6 she’s changing the direction of the 
opening runs. Instead of traveling across the width of the room and up the wall 
ladders, they’ll run the length of the room, toward the audience and back. They don’t 
seem as committed to the movement as they were when I first saw them. “Many 
moment very beautiful,” Kei tells them, “but need more focus. Eyes looking 
something, body something else. Energy all gone. Whole body have one focus.”

The core group works on Part 7, then Part 9. When the leg section begins I 
go upstairs to watch from the balcony. The first problem change for the men goes by 
without a hitch. Mal looks surprised and flashes me a big smile. The breath signal 
works perfectly. Now Kei looks up and smiles ever so slightly. On the last lap around 
Amy has a big grin on her face.
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Wednesday night, January 22 (after the rehearsal), West 69th Street

Elsi

Elsi Miranda. b. Lima, Peru. Attended a private school
in Lima. Studied Spanish dance as a child, then modern.
Works nights as a keypunch operator.

Tell me about Kei.

She dreams a lot. Once she dreamed there were two or three … I think they 
were flies or mosquitoes playing violins. Once she said we were going somewhere 
and I was in charge of the cat. He kept getting out of the box. I don’t know where we 
were going. There was another dream where there was some kind of danger. A girl 
… Kei had to rescue her, I think. I don’t know, she tells me so many dreams.

Do you know our ideas about making money? We always are having trouble 
with money. One year we decided to do origami for a living. That was really funny. 
Here you have Elsi and Kei sitting across from each other eight hours a day folding 
paper. We would ride the subway folding paper. Then we decided it takes too long. 
Doesn’t pay. Mal said we were crazy.

So we decided to sew. We started designing blouses. We got up early in the 
morning and we were sewing until very late – just like going to a job. But we didn’t 
want to make a pattern and cut it out all day. So each blouse was a creation. We 
spread it all out on the floor and talked about where this piece should go and that 
piece. It took a long time. 

Then what happened: We saw an ad for a craft shop in the Village. So we 
went down and talked to them. They said we could rent a counter or we could leave 
things on consignment. They would take 50% or something like that. So we did that.

They made a list of everything and the price and gave us the paper. There was 
a big piece of origami, like a hammock, with stars in the center. After two weeks they 
didn’t sell anything. Then the telephone was changed. We couldn’t get any answer. 
We went down and the store was closed. Everything disappeared. So for all our work 
we got not even a penny.

Then we were going to cook. Kei was taking me along as her assistant. She 
cooked for somebody and they paid very little. I don’t think she even got enough to 
pay for the materials. Now, every month she wakes up and tells me she’s going to do 
sushi. A health store said they will sell it for her. She would have to make it with 
organic food. Every month she wakes up and says she is going to do the sushi. Mal 
gets tired of hearing about it. He keeps telling her, “I wish you’d forget about that 
sushi!”
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Last year we got our idea for the bazaar. Remember that? That’s where you 
bought the shirt. That didn’t work either. Mal was against it. Mal is always against 
our ideas.

You’ve known Kei longer than anyone else in the group, haven’t you?

Yes. We met at the Henry Street Playhouse. Alwin Nikolais was teaching 
there. It was my first year here – 1968 or 1969. We were both mutes. We just sat and 
watched. Sometimes we were on the same subway and we would ask each other, 
“How are you? What are you doing?” One day she asked me to be in one of her 
pieces. I was very surprised. It was Part 1.

You know, Part 1 is very different now. There was a box before. Her idea was 
that the box was moving. At first I was in the box, then she had me do the things I do 
now. Then she rocked in the box. It had leaves in it. Now the leaves are in the sacks 
we wear. I’ve seen many of the things we worked on then in other parts of Light. I 
think Part 1 has a lot to do with being born, getting started.

Has the group changed much?

This is the first time there are plenty of Americans. Every time an American 
joined, he or she stayed only for a moment and dropped out. I don’t know why they 
left. Kei didn’t want to work with them. With Kei there has to be a certain kind of 
communication. It’s more like working with friends.

Maybe it was also a deep thing. The Americans didn’t understand her work. I 
don’t know if you noticed, I never ask questions in rehearsal like, What is the 
feeling? or What is the mood? I always know what she wants. Kei and I have similar 
backgrounds – having parents and children around all the time, growing together. We 
don’t leave home and live alone like you do. Well, we did, but it wasn’t the usual 
thing. Everything’s changing now. My family was conservative. Here’s too. We were 
alone, protecting each other, helping.

Somehow we are the same kind of hiding person. But she was growing as an 
artist and had responsibilities. She was getting freer 
to go to people. I think that’s what made the changes. 
She’s more open, freer. Maybe not more, but it’s 
manifested now. She didn’t look as happy before. 
Maybe she was but she didn’t show it.

Have the other pieces taken as long as Part 9?

I think Part 9 took longer. It’s the first time 
she’s done something that mechanical. She likes to 
experiment with ideas and material. Then she selects. 
She gets an idea. She gives the idea to you so you 
have to put something in it. I think she likes to see 
many possibilities of doing the same things.

Part 3 took a long time, too. We were playing 
with the whole thing for a long time before she 
choreographed it. I think she was talking for two 
years about three people in a tree singing. I suppose 
the ladders are the trees.
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She hates to teach, you know.

Really? I thought she enjoyed teaching. She’s so inventive at it.

Don’t you realize that all her classes turn into her choreography? She 
experiments with her ideas there. I think she probably thinks it’s a waste of time for 
her to teach. Maybe that’s changed now. She likes teaching children. They’re 
unpredictable.
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Friday afternoon, January 24, 17th Street

There’s a wonderful smell in the air. Orange and grapefruit slices lie heaped 
in a bowl on the table. Joan fills another bowl with raisins and nuts. Kei didn’t say 
anything abut the “meeting” today being for lunch. When I see her tearing lettuce for 
the salad, I realize the meeting is probably a surprise party. I look for an opening to 
help with the preparations but there isn’t one. Kei dumps a bottle of white dressing 
over the salad.

Sin Cha Hong comes in with a red-and-white striped package in her hand. 
Immediately Kei drops what she’s doing and guides Sin Cha out of sight. Amy 
arrives with a shopping bag. She comments on all the food, and Joan says there’s lots 
more coming. I turn and look out the window so Amy can take her shopping bag into 
the studio. It’s a while before I can turn around again. I want to get control of my 
smiling first.

Barbara rushes in with two shopping bags. She’s wearing a green knitted 
scarf I haven’t seen before. “Oh, I’m not too late?” she asks. “No,” Amy answers 
emphatically, “the meeting hasn’t begun yet.” Elsi comes in wearing a long dress and 
a striped sweater. Abel and Richmond change into their practice clothes and wait. 
John Parton keeps his bathrobe on.

When we’re finally seated around the table, Kei claps her hands once and 
says, “Today is John Vinton’s birthday.” Everyone sings lustily. They give me a bowl 
of presents: a jar of homemade peach preserves, a package of German cookies, a 
promise from Elsi to make a finger puppet in my likeness. Amy gives me a drawing 
of myself at a rehearsal with Joanie’s cat in my lap, watching.

The wonderful smell is Joanie’s lentil soup. Wendy arrives with a pan of Feta 
cheese baked in Greek fillo pastry. Barbara hands me a chocolate rum cake she 
made. Inside a very tiny envelope is a promise from Kei and Mal for something 
“next week at 19 Hudson st. Call for redy.” (It turns out to be a quilted shoulder bag 
to carry my notebook in, made from pieces of velvet and brocade, which I had given 
Kei to make something for herself.)

Part 9 goes extremely well. People are smiling at each other in a way I 
haven’t seen since the day they first started learning these movements. When the 
piece is over they talk about how to improve it some more.

Mal and John de Marco practice the double solo from Part 8. Mal has trouble 
remembering the positions, but his improvised laughing has everyone giggling. Kei 
calls “Blackout” much too soon.

Joan’s solo, Kei says, has gotten “too rough.” 
“It’s too wild now? Okay, I’ll pull that back in. The whole thing should be 

quieter?” 
“More feeling. Now it’s just doing that.”
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Saturday afternoon, January 25, 17th Street

Today is the first of the eight-hour rehearsals. Joan is still getting dressed 
when I arrive. Barbara calls to say she forgot we were starting with Part 8. 
Richmond calls to say he’ll be ten minutes late. “It’s a great improvement that people 
are calling in,” Mal remarks.

Joe Ritter arrives. He’s in his teens and he’ll be the first of the beanbag 
throwers in Part 9. Kei and Mal tell him how the set will look and what he’ll be 
doing. He’ll get in place during the initial blackout. When the first page begins to 
turn up and the lights are coming on, he’ll roll in a tight ball through a hole near the 
downstage-end of the page. He’ll have 15 beanbags in his arms. The page will 
continue to rise until it stretches 45 feet up in the air at the back of the stage. The 
upstage edge will be attached to hoops screwed to the floor. He’ll pitch the 15 bags 
through the hole, which will now be 40 feet high at the top of the page. He will count 
each ball as he throws it. Kei is writing one-word poems to go with each number. Joe 
will have to plan the timing of his throws so that the 15th comes just before the end of 
the section. At that point the next page will begin to rise up off the floor. He’ll roll to 
the back of the set, and Mal will roll forward with another 15 beanbags. He will 
count from 16 to 30. There will be a third person for numbers 31 to 45, and then 
Joe’s father, Lloyd, for numbers 46 to 60.

As the rehearsal begins, Kei leaves her usual place at the side of the room and 
stands among the dancers. She seems to be contemplating how all the activities will 
fit together. I realize again how tiny she is.

The second section is shorter than the others, so Mal has to make his throws 
faster than Joe did. Around 20 he begins to say the word “years” after each number. 
In the last section the marching maneuvers come off almost perfectly.

I ask Kei about the counting. I wonder if it wouldn’t be more realistic to keep 
the tempo steady throughout the piece and to end around 60 but not necessarily 
always at 60. Kei’s already considered that. She wants the piece to end on 60, and 
she wants the tempo to be different in each section.

Part 8 follows. Joan’s solo is tormenting to watch. Her breathing gets loud, 
and sweat breaks out all over her face. Every time she changes from one type of 
movement to another Kei relaxes for a second and then leans forward again.

The dancers all come in to watch Richmond’s solo. I think it’s the first time 
they’ve seen him do it. He can’t get the arc higher, so he makes it faster. The effect 
works. During his spinning-and-catching episode he nearly runs into the wall. As 
he’s getting ready for the next episode he pounds the floor and exclaims, “Jesus!” 
Wendy watches open-mouthed. When he’s finished, each of the women goes over 
and hugs him.

Mal and John de Marco rehearse the double solo. Mal forgets his positions 
again, this time in front of the others. Some of them leave the room. Abel and 
Richmond also do this section.

Kei doesn’t do her solo. Instead she calls the Part 8 dancers together. “I feel 
Part 8 is weak part. Lost idea.” She says she has to go back to the beginning with 

104



Joan and bring back the original image. She asks Richmond to review the sleeping 
positions that precede each section of his solo. The farmers in Part 7 have the same 
positions. He apologizes for the way he did the fifth episode. “It was too wild. I was 
flying loose. Couldn’t help it.”

The double solos bother her the most. She says to each pair that, “Idea 
different, so relationship doesn’t work.”

“Tell me something about the movement,” John asks, “so I have it in my 
mind.”

“Nothing wrong with movement. Idea different. Too much voice in very 
beginning, not enough movement. Voice leading, body things not working.”

“We’re all doing very individual things,” John says.

“Shouldn’t be individual things. That’s why we talk it over.”

Mal says he thought there was loads of movement at the beginnings. “Voice 
still leading,” Kei responds. “When children cry, laugh, body throws away and voice 
comes with it.”

John says, “When we first did it there wasn’t any sound.”

“That’s why I want going back,” she replies.

The group continues until evening with Parts 7, 4, 3, 2, and 1.
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Tuesday night, January 28, Hudson Street

Mal, John de Marco, and Kei review the farmer scenes from Part 7, then we 
have dinner. When we’re finished and the tea is poured, Kei begins discussing the 
double solo in Part 8.

Kei: I’d like to have a relative relationship – two brother, father-son. Two of you 
have a twin image.

Mal: I’m not clear how we get this relationship since we have nothing to do with 
each other.

Kei: John crying. You helping him get bad out. Say, “Bad out, good in.”

Mal: I never knew that’s what you want.

Kei: I’m sorry hear that.

John: I didn’t understand that, either.

Mal: You never said that to Joe and Lloyd [the son and father who performed this 
piece at its premiere].

Kei: I never said that but they got it. Doesn’t like to say because then becomes too 
much concerned with it.

Mal: I don’t feel that with Richmond and Abel.

Kei: I do. Doesn’t always have to say. Sometimes even have to say different thing. 
Depends on performers. Also, each audience have own way to take it. I not 
concerned with that – concerned with how I take it.

John: Then the dance is about one person? The other is not seen?

Kei: Wall person giving … giving under … not performing self-conscious … 
What is word? Wall person concerned with helping another.

Mal: Talk about specific things, when I’m the wall person.

John: You don’t have to worry about specifics. It will automatically change the 
relationship if you have that image in your head.

Mal: I never had the idea I was anything but accompaniment. I was making the 
sound.

Kei: How throw bean very important. Not just music. Here two twin very 
concerned with each other. Almost one body.

Mal: But it feels to me like two solos. You say something else is needed. What is
it?

Kei: If wall person just throw bean, dance changes. Why throw? If for another, 
give to another, then always works.

Mal: Instead of generalities, tell me specifically what I should do.

Kei: Now you know why throwing. That change dance.
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John: The piece is bound to change the next time we do it. You know, this is one of 
the most interesting in the whole series because the intention of the performer 
is very important to the piece itself.

Kei: Way throw bean will be different now.

Later on:

John: Kei, what do you think about when you perform? Do you try to connect with 
something in the piece?

Kei: I always try to get one point, connecting with something in myself. If I don’t 
connect, I feel not good performance.

Mal: I usually try to connect in a negative way – to get everything else out. It’s like 
a meditation.

John: Do you think about the piece, Kei?

Kei: Earlier, but not at performance. Now I’m starting thinking about piece, my 
part. At performance, no.

Mal: The most empty part for me is Part 3. It’s dreamy. It’s like floating.

Kei: Sometimes I come home and think was lousy performance, didn’t connect. 
Then close friend tells me it was wonderful. I don’t understand.

John: It fascinates me. Why does anyone do this? Why are we doing this? Why are 
we going through all this?

Kei: I know why. Take children. Children love perform. They don’t think. They 
just love perform. They don’t know. They just come alive. They wait for 
performance day coming.
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Wednesday afternoon, January 29, 17th Street

Kei re-spaces two of the sections in Part 1. In the fourth section the women 
used to be equidistant from each other:

  0
 ↓  0

 ↓  0
 ↓  0

 ↓

 0
 ↓     0  0
        ↓    0

 ↓

The old grouping was probably too fragile for the Lepercq Space, but Kei says it’s 
not just for Brooklyn that she’s making the change. She thinks the earlier version was 
too even. She’s also going to thicken the first section. It used to be:

 0
 0
 0
 0

Now it’s:         

 0
 0

       0
 0

        

She tells the rag women in Part 2 that the steps and arm movements are 
getting too big. They look hurried. She tells Joan that the focus of her solo in Part 8  
should revolve more, making complete circles. Richmond should try to keep the hair 
out of his eyes during the double solo so the audience will be able to see his face.

After a run-through of Part 9 Kei hands out new schedules. They’re in her 
own handwriting this time, not Mal’s. We have 12 more rehearsals before Brooklyn. 
“Do you realize,” Elsi says to me, “We’ve been one year rehearsing without 
performing?”

Mal and the dancers for Part 6 arrive. Before they rehearse there’s a class, 
which Amy leads – a sort of run-through for the class she’ll lead in Oberlin when 
part of the group goes there two weeks from now. Kei asks me to join.

Abel sets up his conga drum. We do some preliminary stretches, then Amy 
starts out across the floor. The beat turns West Indian. She does a syncopated step 
with an off-beat thrust of the shoulders and arms. The drumming gets more intense. 
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She adds a leap and a slide and a thrust of the hips. Coming back she adds more 
things until finally I have to drop out.

A circle forms. They start to clap. The beat gets faster. Elsi moves to the 
center. She twists her shoulders, throwing her arms and her back, letting her head fly 
wild. Others follow. It’s like Mardi Gras. The peak subsides and Amy leads another 
parade across the floor.

Back in the kitchen Mal does some t’ai chi. He’s annoyed. “Why are they 
doing this? It’s nothing but a party.”
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Wednesday night, January 29 (after the rehearsal), West 12th Street

Abel

I was born in 1953 in Virginia Beach. We moved to Wyomissing, 
Pennsylvania. I had my 11th birthday there. High school was terrible. I told them I 
didn’t like any of their classes. Not a single one. My junior year they let me work in 
a theater in New Hope – the Bucks County Playhouse. I was an apprentice. My 
senior year I went back to school and taught acting.

I was in a local musical theater group. That’s where I started dancing. Then I 
went to Pittsburgh to live with Richmond. I stayed there almost a year. I rehearsed at 
the University of Pittsburgh and Carnegie-Mellon and Duquesne. Pretty soon I was 
dancing at Pitt in Purcell’s Fairy Queen. We toured with that. I wasn’t enrolled at any 
of those places. Richmond and I also competed for the fencing championship at Pitt.

Richmond came to New York to work with Alice Cooper. He was a roadie – 
you know, backstage. I came after awhile and I met this woman who was going to a 
tryout for Pat Woolner’s dance thing at Martha’s Vineyard [The Yard]. I thought, far 
out, a free summer on an island. So I tried out, and Pat said I could come.

So I met Kei and she starts choreographing Light. Wow! Someone isn't telling 
me what to do with my energies. She liked my energies. We did Part 6 in the sand 
with the wind and the water. When you’re in the sand, John, half in the water, falling 
in the water … it felt so good. That was just incredible. Everybody’s energy was up. 
Wendy was there and she did a piece of jazz. That started something new for me, too. 
Like you said about writing, you feel empty when it’s over.

Kei said she was going to continue working. But I still wanted the freedom I 
had before, so I traveled a lot. I went to Mardi Gras in New Orleans and traveled 
around the states. I ended up in Pittsburgh again. I got into drugs – heavy, eating 
downers, shooting crystal, dealing. That stopped after six months.

I went to Florida and got a job hanging dry wall. I got into drinking heavily, 
into cars, into my motorcycle. It was like a heavy 50s trip. One night there was this 
big party I had. We roasted geese, four kegs of beer. I went crazy that night. I packed 
up and left and came up here. I came around May. It was when Kei did the walk 
across the Brooklyn Bridge. Did you know about that – the slow-motion walk?

I worked up at the Awosting Retreat. I learned yoga. I cooked. I learned yin 
and yang, the universal law, did yoga every morning. I was feeling so good, John. I 
started dancing again – in a new aspect, not for ego this time. Experiencing all that 
… I loved it. It felt right. Up there is where I met Melissa. She came up in June the 
first time. The last day I was there Melissa said, “Why don’t you live in our house?”

I can no longer live the way I used to, off of people. I got a job here. 
Traveling around the country is all I did for such a long time. So here I have a 
purpose. I’m working on cooking.
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I asked myself, Am I dancing for self or dancing for ego? I didn’t know. 
That’s why I didn’t start with Kei for a long time. I said, I’ll let it go. I won’t do it. I 
don’t feel it yet.

I got a job cooking for the restaurant, Alive. The people there were into the 
Maharaj-ji. All those people telling me every day, “You gotta believe in the 
Maharaji-ji. He’s The Way.” You know what? They’re just like the Hare Krishnas. 
They cook with sugar in everything. So I started working in a macrobiotic restaurant, 
the East-West.

I went to an astrologer. She said, “You have an opportunity to dance? You’ve 
had it awhile?” She said it was good for me to be cooking. So I went to Kei and said, 
“Would it be possible for me to work still?” She said, “Sure, if you really want to 
work.” I said, “Yes, of course.” When I started learning the things, it was like I 
already knew them. I didn’t have to learn them. Do you know that feeling? I started 
arranging my work schedule around Kei’s rehearsals.

Where did your name come from?

My name. I’ve never been satisfied with my name. That’s why I called 
myself “G.A.” Do I look like a George Albert Johnstone III? Exactly!

Well, I was living with a woman in Pittsburgh. She said “Why don’t we go to 
Jamaica?” Far out! We went to live up in the hills – really primitive. It was okay for 
awhile, but she always had these things she had to do, going into town all the time. 
You can get to know somebody when you’re at home, but being away you get to 
know them differently. So I told her, “I don’t want you to bum me, and I don’t want 
to bum you. I just want to pack up my sleeping bag, and I’ll see you back in the 
states.”

So I’m camping out up in the hills, living off the land. One day I climbed up 
this tree and knocked down a coconut. I drank the milk and started eating the meat. 
Then I rolled a joint. I only had about this much with me, but it was Colombian.

Then I heard this guy laughing. He came out. I never saw him before. I 
passed him the joint. He asked me what my name was. When I told him G.A., he 
said, “Hey mahn, you crazy. I call you Abel, mahn.” It means Crazy Tree Climber. 
The guy was a Rasta. They live off the land and deal in dope. They’re so easy. Partly 
it’s because they’re so stoned. They roll what they call spliffs. It’s about that long 
and looks like an ice cream cone. It costs 57 cents. Any normal person would smoke 
one and it would last all day. They smoke six or seven. They grow vegetables right 
out of the volcanic rock. It was the best tasting asparagus I ever had.

I hate small kitchens. I need one the size of work or half the size of Joanie’s 
loft. You need table space. Look at that thing over there. I use it about twice a month, 
but look at all the space it takes.

You know, you’re lucky tonight. I’ve decided to do tempura at home for the 
first time. I’ll tell you how to make it really crispy and light. Use Perrier water. Add a 
little spring water, corn flour, unbleached white. You can also add a little onion 
powder or garlic powder. You can even put ginger in it.
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Friday afternoon, January 31, 17th Street

Kei tells the side-walk people to keep their paths straight. They tend to veer 
off on diagonals. There’s a bunch of questions about the pages and the frame, but Kei 
cuts them short. There’s no need to talk about that now, she says.

Mal arrives as Part 3 begins. He makes a telephone call, then hands Kei a 
check to sign. It’s written in blazing red ink. He asks where the ”front” is, and takes 
his place. Afterwards he wonders where John Parton, Wendy, and Barbara went. He 
has checks for them – rehearsal pay. “Did you lift those packages?” he asks me. He 
points to two large rolls of brown paper on the floor. Inside is the muslin for the Part  
9 book. He bought the material this morning in Edison, N.J., at a warehouse that sells 
it for just about half the New York price.

Part 4 begins. Carmen Beuchat studies a tissue-paper diagram of the jigsaw 
puzzle. She was the original puzzle builder, and she’s going to play that role again in 
Brooklyn. At the end of the piece Kei says the performance was rushed. “Should be 
more calm.”

She corrects something Joan was doing, referring to the movement as “the 
witch.” When there’s a lull in the conversation, I ask Joan, “Did you call that thing 
you do ‘the witch’?” 

“Yes,” she answers. “What did you think it was?” 

“Why, it’s an insect.”

“For you it’s insect, for me witch,” Kei says immediately. She continues her 
warning about being more relaxed. “It’s coming that way every piece, very much 
excited, mad. Should be more calm.”
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Saturday afternoon, February 1, 17th Street

Sewing the pages

Maxine bends over an old Singer. She can’t get the bobbin out. Finally she 
gives up and switches to a new portable. “I can make jewelry and models for days, 
but sewing is nothing but frustration.”

The fabric, unbleached muslin, is unrolled and lying on the floor. It makes a 
pile 46 feet long. Three panels have to be sewn together to make each page of the 
book. Each seam has to be sewn twice. All the edges have to be hemmed, then the 
ends have to be reinforced.

Kei comes in with a package of needles. She fiddles with the bobbin, gets it 
out, figures out how to thread it. Suddenly it bounces off the spindle and rolls over 
the floor leaving a trail of white thread behind.

Abel brings in a third machine. Elsi brings a fourth. She also brings her 
cousin along to help. John Parton strings extension cords overhead for everyone.

“Abel,” Kei asks, “your phone not working?”

“No. They shut it off. Seems we owe about $300.”

Maxine is enveloped under a heap of muslin. Little movements are happening 
inside. She emerges. “Does anyone have scissors?”

John Parton untangles two panels for himself and starts sewing them together. 
Wendy and Barbara arrive with donuts. Eventually all four machines are spewing out 
cloth. Kei goes here and there, checking. She spills coffee on one of the panels, after 
which no food is allowed in the studio.

At 4:15 the last three panels are joined together.
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Tuesday afternoon, February 4, International House

Missed

Wednesday afternoon, Feburary 5, International House

Missed
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Thursday afternoon, February 6, International House

“Did you hear what happened yesterday?” Wendy asks me. “We said, 
‘Someone’s missing.’ We couldn’t figure out who it was. Finally we decided it was 
you.”

Kei complains of a stomach ache. Richmond massages her. “Is it something 
you ate?” he asks. “No, Mal says it’s tension.” Richmond shows her a place on the 
soles of her feet that she should press, also a place on the top of her head and another 
between her right thumb and index finger. Abel comes in with tickets from the 
Brooklyn Academy. Thursday is almost sold out, he says. There are 25 seats left for 
Saturday and about 20 for Sunday.

The rehearsal today is for Saturday’s program, Parts 8 and 9. When I spoke 
to Kei this morning she said the rehearsals were going well. Maybe I’m expecting 
too much. Joan is still forgetting to keep her focus revolving. Richmond loses his 
diagonal focus. The crying and laughing scenes don’t seem convincing. Some rough 
spots remain in Part 9.

Still, spirits are high. Kei corrects each person in her matter-of-fact way. 
When she indicates to Richmond how his focus should be more controlled, I notice 
the rash on her hand. It’s been there since Christmas, but now it covers two knuckles 
and looks raw. Mal says not to worry. It happens every winter.

On the subway Kei says she forgot to get people’s names for the program. 
She wonders, “Abel Johnstone”? We transfer to an express train. The lights inside are 
harsh, and they change the look of her face. The skin just under her eyes is rough and 
puffy. I’m reminded of the way my mother’s face looked sometimes when I was a 
child, and I have to look away.
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Friday, February 7, International House

First complete run-through

About 2:30 the women don their leaf sacks and “enter” from the back. John 
Parton calls the light cues. Barbara goes up to the balcony to take pictures.

There’s a fast change into rag bundles. The sound for Part 2 comes on – a 
clashing collage from which a chanting voice emerges now and then. The performers 
for Part 6 begin to arrive. Joan ties on her blindfold for Part 3.

Part 2 ends and Kei gets into her squatting position for Part 3. Elsi and Amy 
move the stepladders into place and lower their blindfolds. Carmen studies the 
diagram of the Part 4 floor puzzle. More of the Part 6 people walk in. John Parton 
turns the Part 3 tape on. It’s the sound of rain.

When the piece is over Kei stands and says to everyone, “Now the frame 
starting move.” The Part 4 performers get together. She tells them they should enter 
from behind the audience when they hear a thunder clap. Mal puts the initial puzzle 
piece in place on the floor. The sound of a heart beat fills the room, then a long series 
of explosions and crashes.

Part 5 will talk place in the center of the puzzle. Kei removes some pieces 
from there, but it turns out she won’t do the piece today. She calls the Part 6 people 
together and tells them that when they run back and forth at the beginning of the 
piece they should pick up one or two puzzle pieces and lean them against the front 
and back walls. Mal tells them to be careful. Each piece cost about $5.00. The sound 
comes on – squeaks and burbles.

My eyes begin to burn so I go outside. When I return Part 6 is just ending. 
Kei cautions the dancers to be quiet during the blackouts. She has them repeat the 
whole piece.

There’s a 20-minute break for supper.

We put the puzzle into five large black cases with straps around them. Mal 
and John Parton carry in the set for Part 7. Kei signals for the sound to begin – 
crickets and farm animals.

An hour and 20 minutes later we pick up the balloons and Mal rewinds the 
tape. “Are you tired?” I ask Barbara. She say not now, but she got tired waiting for 
Part 6, which is the first piece she’s in. Amy says she felt tired only during the 
supper break. Mal returns from the bathroom and says that Richmond is sitting on 
the john doing an imitation of W.C. Fields.

Joan’s solo goes by. There’s no recorded sound, just the sound of hand-
clapping. The tape for Richmond’s solo is rain, but so loud this time that it sounds 
like applause. While Mal and John de Marco do their double solo, Elsi reports that 
she found Mal practicing one of the laughing poses in the bathroom. Abel and 
Richmond tickle each other. Barbara clowns. All the women get the giggles.

Mal brings us cans of fruit juice.
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Kei asks me to throw some of the balls in Part 9. I have the third section, 
numbers 31-45. She also gives me her poems to recite. The first line reads, “31. One 
cloth ball for white powder.” Each line is the same except for the initial number and 
the last word. Numbers 32-45 have the words rug, salt, tooth, freisia, snow, fish,  
china, mushroom, popcorn, egg, crayon, tent, paper bird, and pigeon.

Part 9 ends at 9:45. The dancers change clothes and pick up the coffee 
containers and candy wrappers. John Parton goes out to the truck and we load up the 
puzzle, the stepladders, the balloons, the sacks, and the bundles.
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February 8-16

Trip to Oberlin College, Ohio

Saturday: We stop for the night in Lewisburg, Pa. to stay with friends of mine, Tom 
and Katherine Warner. Katherine takes me aside after I’ve introduced her to Elsi, 
Amy, and Joan. “John,” she says, “they look alike. I can’t tell them apart.” She’s 
fascinated when the three women cluster together and make little braids in Amy’s 
hair. Mal, Kei, and John de Marco arrive later in a van. John likes the antiques my 
friends have. He and Tom take the drawers out of things and examine the undersides. 
There are candles and flowers at dinner. We all sleep well.

Sunday: A curry supper and the Oberlin Dance Collective are waiting when we get to 
Brenda Way’s house. She moves next door and we divide up the bedrooms.

Monday: It’s minus 15 degrees this morning. I visit my family in nearby Lakewood 
while Mal paints the jigsaw puzzle white. Kei and Elsi sew costumes. It turns out 
that food will not be provided, so John takes over the kitchen. The arts editor of the 
school paper asks me to write something about Kei. At 2:00 in the morning John 
bakes a spice cake.

Tuesday: Kei and I lead a workshop on analyzing choreography, using Part 1 as our 
example. The students are very observant. Kei answers all their questions. She asks 
me to join about 30 of them and learn Part 6 for Saturday’s performance. The piece 
takes a lot more energy than I ever imagined.

Wednesday: Amy is sick. Various members of the group teach technique classes and 
John speaks to the dance history class. He’s been asked to talk about Susanne 
Langer, but he also talks about what it’s like to work with Kei. While he and the 
students are discussing her work she falls asleep.

Thursday: I go into Cleveland to talk to a class at the Cleveland Institute of Music. 
Amy is better. Joan is sick. I skip Kei’s improv worship and go to bed early.

Friday: I pick up Vince Lalomia at the airport. Kei teaches a technique class in the 
afternoon. We rehearse Part 6 for tomorrow’s performance. My article appears in 
The Oberlin Review:
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ANIMAL, HUMAN, BRAIN . . . ‘LIGHT’

Kei Takei grew up in a suburb 
of Tokyo. She mentioned this one day 
when  several  members  of  her 
performance  group,  Moving  Earth, 
went to the Tibetan Museum on Staten 
Island. We had to climb up a long hill 
past hemlock trees and frame houses. 
She  said,  simply,  that  it  was  “like 
home.”  She  was  curious  about  the 
demonic  creatures  in  the  museum’s 
tankas and seemed almost as curious 
about  the  Buddhist  religion.  I  was 
surprised. It was then that I began to 
realize that her family background was 
probably  largely  western,  in  the 
manner  of  many  suburban  Japanese 
households.

You have to watch out for little 
clues like these, and think about them, 
if you want to know who Kei Takei is. 
She won’t talk about herself.

One of her dancers gave me a 
clue to why this is. She had asked Kei, 
“Who is the real Kei? You seem shy, 
but you’re not. You have such strength 
as  a  choreographer.”  Kei’s  reply,  as 
reported  to  me,  was,  “When  we’re 
born,  we’re  animal,  human,  brain. 
When  we  perform,  all  that  comes 
together.” Hearing this I was reminded 
of  other  creative  artists  I  know who 
also  come  fully  alive  only  in  their 
work.

Some other stories people tell 
about  Kei:  In  Tokyo  she  was 
apprenticed to a dancing master.  She 
cleaned house for him in exchange for 
half-hour  lessons.  She  said  once,  “I 
think  I  want  to  be  a  farmer  when  I 
grow old.” She dreams a lot. She likes 
to look at sunsets while lying on her 
side.  Her  entire  hand  fits  inside  my 
palm.

In  New  York  her  group 
rehearses three to eight times a week. 
They  are  not  paid  for  doing  this, 
although now that they have a major 
engagement  coming  up  –  at  the 
Brooklyn  Academy  of  Music  –  the 
New York State  Council  on the  Arts 
has  provided  some  money  for 
rehearsal salaries.

The work  they are  rehearsing 
is called  Light. Kei has been creating 
it  for  the  last  six  years.  Thus  far  it 
consists of nine Parts which last some 
six to seven hours altogether. Parts 1-
6 will be performed at 8:30 Saturday 
in Warner Center.

These  pieces  contain  some of 
the most extraordinary images I have 
ever seen on the stage. Although Kei 
is  apparently  not  versed  in  Asian 
theater styles, I see several affinities: 
the  stretching  of  one’s  perception  of 
time,  the  concentration  on  small 
details, the multiple levels of meaning 
and  of  possible  interpretation,  the 
pleasure of moments.

I asked Kei once what qualities 
she  looks  for  in  a  performer.  She 
talked for some time in her telegraphic 
English,  then  she  said  three  words, 
“Love,  creation,  honest.”  And  she 
repeated  them,  “Love,  creation, 
honest.” I asked her about technique, 
and  she  said,  “No,  not  interested  in 
seeing  somebody’s  technique.  I 
completely  lost  interest  in   dancing 
dancer.  Really,  completely  lost 
interest.”

I  asked her  if  there would be 
more  Parts to  Light.  She  replied, 
“Yes.”  “How  many?”  I  asked.  “If  I 
live  to  be  50 …Maybe … I  know I 
going  to  be  doing  that  until  my last 
piece.”
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One of her dancers said to me 
about Light, “The word itself is so big. 
You can’t have life without it. It has so 
many gradations. It’s daring of her to 
call  it  all  by one name … No, that’s 

not  the  right  word.  It’s  commitment. 
It’s feeling comfortable with yourself. 
Other  choreographers  just  do  a  new 
piece.

Joan  comments:  “It’s  very  personal,  but  it’s  removed.  I  don’t  know,  it’s 
weird.” Several days later Kei tells me she did the housekeeping out of respect for 
her teacher and not in exchange for lessons.

Saturday:  We  rehearse  in  Warner  gym.  One  of  the  students  brings  us  a  bag  of 
groceries. She takes me aside to ask a lot of questions about the choreography. She 
doesn’t want to miss anything. I tell her to relax. At the performance the lighting 
cues  get  mixed  up  in  Part  3 because  of  a  faulty  intercom system.  Most  of  the 
grownups leave at intermission but the younger people stay and watch everything.

Afterwards  there’s  a  big  party  at  the  house  where  we’re  staying.  Joan 
compliments me on my performance. “It was great hanging off of you,” she says.

“I didn’t know you were there.”

“I know.”

I tell her about a change I went through. In rehearsal, when I stood up as one 
of the supporters, I held my arms out the way I had seen the others do. The profile is 
very dramatic.  But at  the performance I decided what I  really wanted to do was 
comfort people, so I let me arms hang down and I cradled their heads.

Sunday: We leave.  Terrible fog. Left  rear wheel flies off near Dubois, Pa. Arrive 
home after midnight.
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Monday morning, February 17, West 86th Street

Barbara

Barbara Mitsueda. b. 1950 Chicago. Family came here
from Japan in early 1900s. Attended Northern Illinois,
Pratt Institute, Univ. of New Mexico. Works as a waitress.

What happened while we were away?

This week made me crazy. I’m used to being with the group and working on 
the dance. Richmond came in really late with this incredible story about how he was 
picked up by a giant bird that dropped him in a river. Then he was kidnapped. They 
wanted $50,000 ransom. He tried but he couldn’t get the money together. He kept 
talking about it all through Part 9. Wendy told him to be quiet because he was 
breaking our concentration.

Wendy taught the class on Wednesday. Just a handful of people came. It was 
really cold and it snowed the day before. John Parton and I were going to do the 
class on Friday. We were really excited about it, but only about five people came. 
And they just straggled in at all times. We couldn’t do it.

How did you get involved with Kei?

I saw her perform at Anna Halprin’s workshop in San Francisco. That was 
1971 I think. She really took my heart away. Something was happening with her that 
year. She was depressed about something. I remember that Anna was up in the 
balcony and said, “Kei Takei has drawn a self-portrait.” She got down on the floor 
and flailed all around for, like five minutes. Then she got up and walked away.

That doesn’t sound like Kei.

It’s like her solo in Part 8. Even when she throws her body around she’s tight. 
Her body is tight.

And then?

I was in San Francisco that time on a buying trip, I think. I was opening a 
shop in Albuquerque – herbs and spices. Later I wrote to Kei. She wrote back and 
said, “If you like my performance, if you like my work, maybe we can meet 
sometime and work together.” I came out last year and saw Part 8. She said I could 
come back and work.

Then they called. It was in the middle of a big party I was having. In August, 
a full moon. There were about 200 people there. We were outdoors on the roof. Mal 
told me about the performance at the Brooklyn Academy. After awhile Kei came on 
the phone. I didn’t know she was listening. She said she’d like it if I came, but if I 
didn’t want to come this year, next year would be okay, too. She was like that – sort 
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of indefinite. After that I couldn’t go back to the party. Jay and I drove about 60 
miles up to a lake and we talked all night.

Kei was the same way when I told her I would be leaving New York. That’s 
okay, too. She thinks it’s fantastic that all the people in her company are different. 
They aren’t all just doing what she tells them.

When are you leaving?

In April, maybe the second or third week in April. I’m going to New Mexico 
for a little while. I’ll probably spend the spring there, then go to San Francisco and 
work with Anna awhile. I think I’d just like to be somewhere beautiful in the spring.

What’s it been like here?

I feel I’ve changed my life rhythms to live in New York. It was terrible 
coming here. I really hated it. It’s a fast-paced life here. This is more a place of 
resources than a place to live. When you come to a new place your priorities have to 
change. You have to shake yourself up. New Mexico is very comfortable. I was 
thinking that if I don’t leave, I’m just going to turn into a nice old lady.

I was having a hard time with Kei, too. I never knew what she wanted. I 
needed a mirror. I never asked for it. When I did, I got it.

I feel a lot stronger now – within myself, about Kei, about dancing. I can 
accept the way she works. I can understand it better. If I just sit and wait, I can 
understand it better. That’s the way she works. She sits and waits. Usually it resolves 
itself.

What do you remember most?

I remember the day we went to Staten Island, to the Tibetan Museum. It was 
nice that a company could go together and do that as part of their ritual. That was 
important to Kei. She told me she hoped I’d like everyone, and they would like me. I 
can’t think of a time when someone cared if everybody in the company liked each 
other. I guess I liked the trip, too, because it felt like another time and space – 
walking up that hill. Then the party afterwards. Wendy was dancing on the floor. Joe 
was playing the guitar. People were just coming in and out.

You all went to the wedding but I didn’t. That sticks out in my mind.

A lot of parties. We do things together a lot. Wendy and I are working on a 
children’s thing. We all go to the theater a lot.

What will you be doing in New Mexico?

I’d like to work on a photo essay of cowboys. We were talking about doing a 
movie on gathering herbs – an educational film.

I feel the dancers there are really terrific. What they do comes from an 
experience. It’s not what you get if you take technique classes all your life. We’re 
going to do a sculpture piece – making forms out of clay from the earth and dancing 
around them. We do things like go out to the mesas and improvise. We dance where 
people are waiting – like airports, supermarkets, laundromats. We danced in a 
graveyard.
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That’s an idyllic way to live, like a family. Sometimes I feel that way about 
Kei, but I don’t know if New York lends itself to that. It’s such a struggle here just to 
make money. I was surprised when I came and we weren’t working together more. I 
guess people here get more done in a smaller amount of time. I hope I can take this 
energy back and work with it.
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Monday afternoon, February 17, 17th Street

Kei asks me to be in the performance – the third cloth-ball thrower in Part 3. 
The sequence of throwers will be Joe Ritter, Mal, myself, and Joe’s father, Lloyd. 
Only the first page will rise off the floor. The throwers will roll the other pages 
upstage like a scroll.

She rehearses Parts 7 and 9 and then works with the Ritters and me. On the 
way home I work out a system for remembering my lines.

Part 9, Section 3
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Wednesday afternoon, February 19, 17th Street

Elsi falls in Part 4. Halfway through the caterpillar dance she crawls off, 
wincing. There was a sudden pain in her left knee. Richmond massages it and finds 
the surrounding tissue very tight. Maybe it’s a pinched nerve. She says that 
something is popping, like there’s a pocket of air inside. We take her back to the 
couch. “I didn’t tell you this, but when we were driving back from Oberlin and the 
wheel came off I was thinking, if I die I want to come back and see the performance. 
My not being there will affect everyone. I want to see how it will look.”

Kei introduces us to Richard Hoover who will be stage manager. She changes 
the spacing again in section 4 of Part 1. The women will be farther apart than before, 
and they will begin the section on a diagonal that includes Kei’s rocking position on 
the floor:

0
            ↓ 0

            ↓     Kei
     ↔ 0

          0
 ↓

Kei makes sure the performers for Part 6 are warmed up. “I don’t want 
accident again,” she tells them.
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Thursday afternoon, February 20, Hudson Street

Sewng the costumes

The cases for the jigsaw puzzle are lying all over the studio. There’s 
stenciling on them in large white letters:

KEI TAKEI’S MOVING EARTH
19 HUDSON ST.

N.Y.C., N.Y. 10013

Stepladders, sacks, bundles, and scraps of insulation board fill the rest of the room. 
Kei has her sewing machine set up in the kitchen.

Elsi’s knee still hurts. She’s at the doctor’s. Kei says her own left knee was 
sore this morning. The 60 cloth balls are finished. Joan calls to say she found stones 
to weigh down the balloons in Part 7.

The costumes consist of eight articles of clothing

ankle-length pants for women
calf-length pants for women
calf-length pants for men
tops for men
tops for women (which cross over differently and have a tie string)
skirts for women
panties for women
ties and belts

The fabric is unbleached muslin, the same as the book pages.

I ask Kei about Part 3: What does she think about as she squats there, or is 
her mind a blank? She says she thinks about the dance, about what everyone is 
doing, but sometimes her mind wanders.

“I’m getting to like it more,” I tell her. “The problem for me was the 
blindfolds and the stepladders. They both make me feel insecure.”

“The piece makes you uncomfortable?

“Yes.”

Kei says that to her the blindfolds make for greater sensitivity. “Lots of things 
we see if eyes closed – light, space, sound, other people. Don’t see these if eyes 
open, because looking.” At first the people in the dance got lost. They couldn’t tell 
where they were. It even happened to Kei once when she had to take someone’s 
place and didn’t rehearse enough. But now it never happens. The dancers are so 
secure you’d think the blindfolds had holes in them.

Kei asks if I’ve interviewed Carmen yet.
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“No. I thought about that and decided to interview only the people who’ve 
been around a lot.”

“Carmen closest dancer friend. Carmen and Lloyd. You interviewing Lloyd? 
Régine?” I say no. “Other people come, dance, then go away. These people always 
around somewhere. Lloyd helping a lot. He making sound and everything. It’s big 
hole if don’t interview them. They Moving Earth.”

She starts on the hems for a bunch of men’s tops. “I figured quick way to sew 
– everything line up together.” She ends up with a string of hemmed tops, like a 
clothes line, then cuts them apart.

“Did you use something Japanese as a pattern?”

“No. It’s more like baby’s clothes. I don’t want naked. Audience look … 
more curious if naked. So I take something that’s feeling skin, comfortable. This is 
really like underwear, babywear. Few years … maybe next year I change it. This has 
been for five years already.”

“When you going to end book?” she asks.

“I don’t know. It shouldn’t be the performance, but soon after that, I think.”

“I was thinking maybe April. April performance is end of this year. That’s 
why whole group is going there. Then everybody goes own way. We have new 
group.” Kei stops the machine. A tiny kitten is asleep on her lap. “This group began, 
let’s see, last May.”

128



Friday afternoon, February 21, 17th Street

Everyone’s late, even Kei. While we wait John Parton begins to pull up the 
masking tape that marked the outlines of the puzzle pieces. Beneath each strip is a 
trail of bleached wood.

The others arrive except for Mal, who’s performing, and Elsi. The doctor says 
that one of her thigh muscles is badly strained, and her knee is dislocated. Even so, 
she expects to perform next week.

Kei adds a new element to Part 9. Richard, the stage manager, will walk 
slowly around and around the outside of the pages. He will hold a metal-bottomed 
theater-seat cushion, which Avi found on the street two months ago. At the end of 
each section Richard will stop where he is, turn toward the audience, and drop the 
cushion. It makes a sound like a racing pistol. We’ve been using the cushion in 
rehearsals, but until now Kei said she wanted a real gun at the performance.

At the end of the rehearsal Joan picks at another strip of tape and lifts it off 
the floor.
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Saturday, February 22, International House

Second complete run-through

Richard sweeps the floor as Kei tells us, “Today last chance to see how dance 
work out --- how people come in, how go out, how walk. Richard is stage manager. 
He call people, check dancers. John Parton doing time. He helping Vince. Also, 
today two photographers here, so put on costumes. Frame movers put on black 
things. Also Part 1, Part 2, Part 3 – everybody take care of own props.”

Kei takes Elsi’s role in Part 4. There’s a lot of giggling as she tries to fit 
herself into the sports scenes. Elsi watches from a corner bundled up in coats and 
scarves. Two more photographers arrive.

In Part 6 Yukoko doesn’t have a partner to drag her back and forth across the 
room, so she hangs over and drags herself. It’s so convincing I can’t take my eyes off 
her. Mal asks the additional performers to come to the Academy at 3:00 next 
Thursday. “We have a lot of tech things to do – lights and sets. We have to acquaint 
the crew from Brooklyn with things. It’s likely to be tedious and boring, so be 
prepared.” Kei adds, “Everybody should wash and iron own costume.”

We have a lunch break before Part 7 begins. Mal says he didn’t get home last 
night until 2:30 in the morning, and there was Kei still sewing. Her face was bright 
red. He was worried at first, then he asked, “Kei, have you been drinking Kahlua?” 
Kei tells him not to talk so much. Régine says that Bloomingdale’s has hundreds of 
summer outfits on the racks that look just like Kei’s costumes.

In Part 7, when it comes time for Elsi’s crying dance, there’s a strange 
silence. Everything stops. I ask Elsi what it’s like to see these dances from the 
outside. They’ve been a big part of her life for so many years. She says only, “It’s 
terrible.”

Kei works on the curtain calls for Part 7, and we go on to Part 9. The cloth-
ball throwers have to roll over the floor several times. My ankles and forearms are 
getting sore.
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Monday night, February 24, The Brooklyn Academy of Music

Production meeting 2

Howie takes Mal, Vince, and me up a service elevator. It opens into a corridor 
with locked gates at the end, so we go back down and walk through the Opera 
House. The stage is covered entirely with grean carpet – back, sides, and floor. 
Howie says it isn’t fake. It’s real carpet. It’s for the Royal Shakespeare Company. 
Vince asks how many lights they’re using. “310,” Howie replies. After another 
elevator ride we reach a workroom behind the lighting booth of the Lepercq Space.

Vince unfurls several blueprints that smell of ammonia. They contain his 
lighting plot. Howie takes a long look at the grids and blobs and says, “You used 
everything.”

“I tried to,” Vince answers, smiliing. “We used more than everything. I rented 
about 80 more instruments.” He shows Howie a series of clear plastic overlays which 
indicate the space and the specific lights needed for each Part of Light. “I have 
plugging sheets, too,” he says.

Howie rubs his nose. He rocks back and forth. He rolls a pencil in his hand 
and bounces the eraser on the blueprints. “This is all night to hang,” he says finally. 
“The crew went around the clock last night. They’ll be at it again tonight.” He goes 
out to answer a phone that’s ringing.

Vince tells Mal, ‘It’s only a lighting plot. He’s seen hundreds of these. The 
only thing is, the crew will be burned out.”

Howie returns. “Those stands – I know I don’t have those.”
Vince: “We’re renting them.”

Howie goes out again to get Richard, who called just before to say he was on 
his way up. When they come in Howie looks again at the blueprints and offers some 
suggestions.

Vince continues: Oh, color. Can I give you a color sheet?
Howie: Not tonight … Has that been arranged with Jane?
Vince: No. You didn’t provide it.
Howie: Sometimes we do, sometimes not.
Vince: You have stuff cut?

Howie: Yes, we have some cut. But with 300 instruments in the Opera House 
there isn’t much left.

They talk some more. It seems inconclusive. “I don’t know how she’s going 
to take this,” Howie says. We go down to Jane Ward’s office to find out.

She’s having supper somewhere. Vince asks Mal, “Doesn’t Jane know about 
extra lights?” Mal says yes. Vince asks Howie, “You weren’t prepared for the 
rental?” “No. A few lamps maybe, but nothing like this.” Finally Howie leaves and 
goes home.
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A half hour later Jane bursts into the room. “You guys must be crazy! I’ve 
never seen anything like that lighting plot. It doesn’t make any sense. You can’t get 
all that up. Other dance companies come in with a hundred units.”

Vince: But the problem is …  

He starts over. 

Vince: My problem is, I have to light nine different dances and the space 
keeps changing. Show me where I can eliminate something and I’ll take it out.

Jane: Here are the times we agreed on: 9-12, 1-5, and 5-11 on Wednesday.

She and Vince talk some more. Mal reconciles himself to having no rehearsal 
time on Wednesday. The whole day and the night before will be needed for the lights, 
marking the floor for sets and the puzzle, and setting up the bleachers. Jane says that 
the group has 9-12 and 1-5 on Thursday. “That’s it,” she adds. But Mal doesn’t want 
the dancers rehearsing the whole 9 Parts the day they open.

“Once a dance company opens, they just go,” Jane tells him. “They have 
performance times.” Vince reminds her again that each night is a different program, 
and she reminds him again of the costs in a union house.

They talk some more. Jane agrees to having them rehearse 9-12 and 1-5 on 
Friday. Mal writes that down.

They talk some more.

Jane leans back in her chair and says slowly, “I will say this to you guys. If I 
can give you 1-5 on Saturday, I will. Figure out what you’re doing, and let’s talk 
about it Thursday.”

They talk some more.

Jane: Let’s just take the 1-5 on Saturday.

 Mal writes that down.
         Jane: Now look. Get everything you need down on 

paper by Friday. I have to leave Saturday morning to go to 
Denver with the Royal Shakespeare. Now, I hope you don’t 

mind but I have to throw you out.                             
We all stand at once. Mal extends a handshake that 

arcs up over his head and slices through
                   Vince’s shoulder. He completes the gesture with 

 a sliding kiss past Jane’s cheek and ear.  

        

 Mal, Part 3
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Wednesday afternoon, February 26, The Lepercq Space

Setting up 1

Circus music is coming over the loudspeakers. Howie and Vince look at 
papers on a long worktable in the middle of the room. Kei, wearing blue jeans and a 
thick black sweater (the same color as her hair), sits across from them with her 
elbows on the table, her head cupped in her hands. Eight crew people lounge around 
a movable scafford. All the chairs within reach are covered with dust.

“How’s it going?” I ask Vince.

“Fine, so far,” he replies. He says that all the lights are up.

Richard asks Kei what color tape she wants to use for Part 7. His 
“contribution to the design concept” is color-coded floor tape. Kei immediately 
chooses green for 7, “green for plant.” She helps Richard and Vince measure off 
various areas on the floor, which they mark with the green tape.

I ask Kei how she feels doing this sort of work. “Oh, I love it. Yes. Feeling 
how form coming. I like spend lot of time here.” She chooses more colors. White is 
her immediate choise for Part 1. Blue is her immediate choise for 3. 2 is brown, 4 is 
gray, 5 is yellow, 6 is red. There are two choices left: 8 becomes black and 9 
turquoise.

I ask Howie what his most complicated job was. He doesn’t look at it that 
way. For him it’s not complexity that matters, but time. He and Vince estimate how 
much time they’ll need to focus the lights. Howie says that five minutes apiece is 
realistic. That sounds right to Vince. They add it up: 15 hours. “We’re using more 
lights than Shakespeare,” Vince tells me. He means when the Royal Shakespeare was 
in this room. “Put that in your book! Also, the lighting designer stayed up all night.”

Kei has to go to a rehearsal of Part 9 at 17th Street. She wants to practice with 
the sacks people will wear. The sacks are supposed to be filled with vegetables and 
birdseed, and the birdseed is suppose to dribble out as the dance goes on. She seems 
reluctant to leave. Twice she comes back and looks.

The focusing finally begins. Two men climb the scafford and four others 
stand at the bottom to move it around the room. The first circuit comes on: six lamps. 
Vince stands where he wants one of them pointed. It’s almost in position when 
everything goes out. We hear Howie’s voice from inside the lighting booth, “We 
blew the circuit.”

“Why?” Vince asks. He starts pacing. “Just tell me the dimmers are under-
rated and I’ll jump out the window.” That’s exactly the problem.

Howie: “I never noticed before.”

Vince: “She promised me 6K dimmers.”

The crew sits down. One of them tells me he’s a carpenter at NBC, but 
sometimes he hangs lights. “Is that chick Japanese?” he asks. Vince calls up to 
Howie, “Maybe we can replub.” They shout numbers back and forth, and eventually 
the focusing resumes.
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Thursday, February 27, The Lepercq Space

Setting up 2

Morning: The bleachers are being pulled out from their verticle stack against the 
wall. Howie says that most of the overhead lights for tonight are done, but Vince 
hasn’t started on the other nights yet. He doesn’t know why it’s taking so long. Vince 
went home. The crew sweeps the floor, and Howie pushes an electric washer around 
and around in decreasing spirals. The machine leaves a soapy aroma behind.

Mal touches up the paint on some white boards. They’re part of the floor 
frame. When he puts them together they turn out to be almost two feet too long on all 
sides. He and Richard find an electric saw and cut them down.

Afternoon:  Vince is back. The problem last night was that many of the lights were 
hanging in the wrong places. Also, the crew isn’t used to this room. Kei leads the 
dancers in a warm-up, then she and Vince discuss the blackouts and the moving of 
the floor frame. Mal and Vince discuss the placement of loudspeakers. The last stack 
of bleachers is pulled open. Elsi arrives. She’ll perform.

Three photographers crouch outside the frame as the dancers run through 
Part 1. Kei changes the fourth section once more. She moves Amy a little to the left 
so that the four women are almost equidistant again. Backstage, Abel, Richmond, 
John de Marco, and Barbara slice vegetables for a fish soup.
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Thursday night, February 27, The Lepercq Space

Parts 1-6
At 6:15 Vince is still focusing lights. The dancers are clustered upstairs in the 

men’s dressing room. The soup pot is steaming. At 6:35 the crew sweeps the floor 
and Howie washes it down once again. A little after 7:00 the glass doors in front of 
the lighting booth slide shut and black drapes close behind them.

The incoming audience includes only a few people I recognize. It’s a 
subscription audience mostly – white, portly, gray hair, herringbone tweeds. 
Tonight’s program is on a series that features the Pennsylvania Ballet.

After Part 1 a couple of hands clap, and somebody hisses. How could anyone 
hiss something as innocent as Part 1? A few more people clap after Part 2, and 
somebody hisses again. Four people pick up their coats and leave, and the woman 
across the aisle from me leans forward to applaud them. After Part 3, at intermission, 
at least a third of the audience leaves with coats over their arms.

I see a friend of mine. “The opinion around me was unanimous,” he says.
 “Unfavorable?” 

“Yes.” 
“And what were your feelings?”
“I thought it was dull.” 
“Why?” 
“I can’t say exactly.”
More people walk out after 5. Those remaining applaud warmly after Part 6.

Harvey Lichtenstein comes backstage to congratulate Kei. When he locates 
her in the men’s dressing room she’s sitting on the floor having a conference to 
correct some problems with the floor frame. Paul Lepercq, chairman of the 
Academy’s sponsoring corporation, comes back with Kermit Love, who’s helped Kei 
a lot. Mr. Lepercq looks around several times, then says to Kei, “Very good. Thank 
you.”

“How was it?” I’m asked. I wish I could be enthusiastic. They did well, but 
for weeks I’ve looked forward to being excited and the audience wouldn’t let me.

“Yes, yes,” Abel says. “Who were they?”

I don’t know. I really don’t know.
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Friday afternoon, February 28, The Lepercq Space

Setting up 3

The balloons for Part 7 – the old ones – are piled inside the dressing room. 
Most of them are shriveled and dirty. Régine sits in the middle, removing the stones 
from their necks so they can be inserted in fresh balloons. The other dancers are 
sewing and ironing. Mal walks in. “Sal in the production office said that a lot of 
people around here saw us last night and really think it’s extraordinary.”

“That’s not what I heard from my friends,” Régine responds. I ask her to go 
on. One of her friends is a Hollywood film actor; the other, a theater director. “They 
said it was not a performance. They called it a work-in-progress. They didn’t see 
choreography. They saw no dance at all. They said all they saw were things actors do 
in workshops. They felt cheated of $5.00. They thought it should be free. They felt 
Kei was just showing her development, not a final product. It was too long. The 
whole thing could be done in 20 minutes.

“I didn’t say anything. You can’t say anything. There are some people who 
see and some people who don’t see. I am not going to tell them what they should 
see.”

“They did say that Kei will probably keep working until the pieces are set. 
Then the pieces will stay that way forever. They felt the amount of freedom we have 
is part of the process. When Kei decides what she wants, then we will have no 
freedom whatsoever. They felt that Part 5 is set. They realized that it had to be 
worked out beforehand. That was very powerful. Their greatest grievance was that it 
wasn’t dance.”

Vince and the crew work on more of the lights. Gradually the rice field for 
tonight’s performance turns blue-green. Mal says the audience will be held at the 
door until ten minutes before the performance begins. When they come in the 
dancers will be standing around the edges of the room. The cricket tape and the lights 
will both be on. After ten minutes the house lights will dim and Kei will enter.

Kei walks over. She says she’s changed her mind. “Kei,” Mal pleads, “I had 
to go through hell and high water to get them to agree to this.” She agrees not to 
change her mind. Vince says he’s ready for a run-through of Part 7. Richard calls, 
“Five minutes.” There’s a delay. He calls it again. There’s another delay.
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Two dancers lie down on their backs in the rice field.

                   Two others join them. 

                       They make a human pinwheel, their heads in the center. 
                                          They start to hum, a single pitch. 

                  Other dancers join the wheel. 

          Other pitches emerge, 

              rub together, 

                         rise, 

                                shift slightly, 

                       fall, 

change.

Vince’s lights – icy greens and blues and warmer creams and whites – 
play across the singing wheel and over the floor. 

The shadows stretch this way and that and change their hue.

The crew stands motionless.

A photographer climbs a ladder.

 

At last it’s time to begin.
 

Richard, a little sheepishly, says they have to stop.
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Friday night, February 28, The Lepercq Space

Part 7
The audience can’t be held outside. It’s not clear who made the decision, but 

word comes down that the house absolutely must open the way it always does. Kei 
readjusts the beginning of the dance.

The audience is generally younger than it was last night. I recognize several 
dancers. It’s a small house, though. Less than a third of the seats are filled. About 20 
people walk out, but tonight they don’t leave a sour feeling behind. They leave in 
peace.
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Saturday afternoon, March 1, The Lepercq Space

Setting up 4

One of the muslin pages for Part 9 hangs down from the ceiling just in front 
of the back wall. The other pages stretch forward over the floor on top of each other. 
Aluminum hoops screwed to the floor hold all the pages together like a spiral 
notebook. “Do you want a quote for our book?” Richard asks me. “Do you know 
what makes me smile a lot? We had this tech meeting last night about how to hang 
the book – Mal, Vince, Kei, me. I realized it was a multiheaded monster. All the 
heads were talking at once, and nothing anybody said went into the other heads.”

We roll the floor pages upstage toward the hoops. It’s easier and quicker than 
I expected. There’s a mark halfway up the hanging page where a hole will be cut 
later today. I practice throwing cloth balls at the mark from where I’ll be standing 
tonight. I’ve never been good at throwing and I’m way off. I tell Kei I’ll do my best 
but she shouldn’t expect much.

Some of the women are talking together in the dressing room. They say 
they’re tired. They probably haven’t been eating well. They envy me for being able 
to come and go as I please. Elsi says she can’t relax here. Yesterday she cut her foot 
on stage. Joan adds, “I feel crazy. It’s like we’ve been working all year just to come 
together for four days. It’s so desructive.”

      Part 9, Section 4
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Saturday night, March 1, The Lepercq Space

Parts 8-9
Joan returns after her solo. She says she feels crazy and tired. Richmond is 

on. When he returns he asks Joan, “Did your mouth get dry? It was much shorter 
than I thought.” He seems pleased. Kei is on. When she returns no one looks until 
she’s had some tea and caught her breath. Joan asks how it was. She makes a so-so 
gesture with her hand.

Part 9 begins. My first position is at a downstage corner of the floor pages. I 
can hear people in the audience breathing and shifting around in their seats, whispers 
from various distances. The audience cheers when Joe finally gets a cloth ball 
through the hole. They go “Ahhh” when he doesn’t. Mostly they go “Ahhh.” When 
he reaches 14 the seat cushion bangs down and we roll up the first page. I run behind 
the hanging page.

Mal gets only a few balls through the hole. Kei is obviously disturbed by our 
accuracy rate. I whisper to her that it’s like life – you don’t make it very often. She’s 
not convinced. Later she tells me I don’t know anything at all about dance. I roll 
between the center hoops, get to where I’m supposed to be, and start throwing. Only 
four or five balls get in, but I remember the lines. We roll up the page, and I go back 
to my downstage corner. Lloyd is throwing. He’s right under the hole, but he doesn’t 
make it very often, either. I can see that the birdseed isn’t falling out of the sacks the 
women wear. 

At the end there’s whistling and applause. On my way out Elsi is limping up 
the stairs. Her knee went out again.
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Sunday, March 2, The Lepercq Space

Parts 1-9
The house lights dim. Instantly there’s silence.

During the long intermission before Part 7 two friends join me for a picnic 
lunch. About a quarter of the audience is missing when we return but several people 
have said they’re planning to come back later. Dancers are here, choreographers, 
critics, friends of Kei, people who’ve helped her and worked with her. It’s not a full 
house but it’s a great audience.

At the end of Part 7 the group takes a curtain call, which they hadn’t planned 
on. When they go off for the last time, Vince plays awhile with the lights. He has 
them go out here and there until only a glow remains. Then it too dims, as though I 
had breathed it out myself.

I join the others backstage. “When Elsi went out,” Abel tells me, “I felt all 
this energy going out to her. It was so nice.”

Yes it was.

Mal comes in to say that the crew just tore one of the pages. Kei goes 
downstairs with needle and thread.

The dressing room empties out except for Elsi, Abel, Lloyd and Joe Ritter, 
and myself. Abel asks Lloyd, “When you were in Part 8 what did you think about? 
I’m just curious.”

“You don’t want to know.” Lloyd lights his pipe. “Oh, what the next move is. 
Technical things. Which part do you play?”

“The crying part.”

Lloyd asks Joe which parts they had. Joe says Lloyd did the laughing. “When 
you change to laughing after the blackout,” Lloyd says, “it starts as a giggle, and 
then when it gets to be a raucous laugh they don’t laugh with you anymore. You’ve 
really caught them.”

“Yeah,” Abel agrees, “satirical laugh.”

Mal returns. He did the solo that Richmond performed last night. He looks at 
a watch taped to the wall. “Gee, it really is going to last seven hours. It doesn’t feel 
like it. I feel like it started two and a half hours ago.” The music for Kei’s solo is on. 
Richard tells Abel to get ready for the double solo.

Throwing the cloth balls in Part 9 is a breeze. Lloyd made the hole bigger. At 
the end it’s hard to tell who’s jumping the most and cheering the loudest, the 
audience or us. “Hey, we have to be quiet,” somebody says. “There’s a show next 
door.”

Wendy whispers, “Oh, Shakespeare.”
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Sunday night, March 2, Ft. Green Place, Brooklyn

The party after

Joyce -- Mrs. Ritter – sits beside me on the couch. “She’s done it but she 
hasn’t.”

What do you mean?”

“Three years ago she said she wanted to do it all on a beach – everything that 
was done that far.”

“On a beach?”

“Yes. Or in a field. Now she’s done 1-9 but I feel unsatisfied. We have to get 
money to do it out of doors.”

“But you can’t control sound and light there.”

“People can sit and eat and take naps in the intermission. The light is the 
light. Now we have to find a field to do it in.”

Mal joins us. He has to go back to the Academy at 9:00 tomorrow to clear 
things out. He tells Joyce how much the weekend cost. He says he’s tired of doing so 
much work for nothing. The Oberlin money is used up. The New York State Council 
money is used up. The guarantee from the Academy is used up. He and Kei had a 
$4,000 deficit.

In the arch between parlors Abel sets up his conga drum. Shiva joins him 
with tablas. Randy takes out his guitar. The talking continues but close to the music a 
circle forms. In the middle distance people look our way. I want so much to 
remember how this music sounded on Abel’s wedding night, but I can’t. It’s too 
noisy, too crowded. There’s no fireplace.

Kei and Mal get ready to leave.

I guess it’s over. 

She comes to the couch where I’m sitting. “You feel good?” 

I lie to her. “Yes.”

I reach up and hold her by the waist. “Do you feel good? You should.” I 
realize how tight my grip is. 

Just before I leave, Joanie comes up and puts her arms around me. “I’ve been 
instructed to hold you,” she says.

The party is in a 19th-century brownstone. The rooms are big. The windows 
are wide and tall. The doors in front have thick glass panels. The steps are broad and 
steep. More brownstones stand across the street. It’s a wider street than where I live. 
Halfway down the steps there’s a knock on the glass. 

It’s Joanie. She’s smiling. Others are crowded behind her. She leans one hand 
against the glass and blows a kiss.
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Tuesday night, March 11, Hudson Street

Mal

Maldwyn Pate. b. 1945 Birmingham, England. Grew up
in Y Barri outside Cardiff. Read Welsh at the Univ.
College of Wales. M.F.A. In theater from Columbia Univ.
Met Kei in 1968 when both were living at International
House and performing in an ethnic revue that later became
the All Nations Company. Still performs with this company
as M.C. and as a Welsh folk dancer.

There seems to be a new feeling in the group this year. It’s become an ongoing 
enterprise. What made the difference?

Three years ago we started doing a lot of performing – about once a month. 
That was a busy year. Bookings were coming in, mostly local. I figured we ought to 
be going out of town, too. I figured I can’t handle this any more. It was time to get an 
agent who would handle it. Kei and I had collected a list of management companies, 
and so the first one we called was Richard Brown. He’s director of Directional 
Concepts Dance Theatre. His secretary said they weren’t accepting any new 
companies, but I asked to talk to him anyway. I always try to do that. He asked us to 
come over for coffee, and we hit it off nicely. It wasn’t a money-shaking thing. He 
told us to go away, see other management companies, call other people. There 
weren’t any of them I had a good feeling with … so … anyway, we went with 
Richard Brown.

The whole of last year he didn’t take a penny. He printed all the brochures 
and leaflets. He went to conventions. He told us, “So now I want you to start and 
prepare a company that can go out for a week someplace on a residency. Do you 
have anybody?” 

Kei said she’d enjoyed working with a whole group on Martha’s Vineyard. 
So Joanie was the first one. At first it was only classes and workshops here. Amy got 
back in town and came around. Abel was in the West Indies or somewhere and he 
didn’t want to come back, so he didn’t start until this winter. But when we called his 
place, Richmond got on the phone and said, “Can I come?” John de Marco we met 
through Frances Alenikoff. John Parton … I think John Parton … I know who it was. 
Joanie and Amy were working with Meredith Monk at the Cathedral of St. John. 
There were a lot of performers, and John Parton was one of them. We were teaching 
at that point. That’s all we were doing.

What about Wendy?
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She was at the Vineyard. She saw us at Clark Center and was apparently very 
moved, so she asked if she could come work.

Then Barbara. Barbara called from Chicago. Maybe she wrote a letter first. 
She asked if she could meet us in New York. Could she stay with us? We said sure. 
She saw Clark Center. While she was here she and Kei talked a lot. She’d always 
drop a postcard saying she’d like to come and work but it had to be a specific thing 
because there wouldn’t be any money and she’d have to find a job here. So we called 
her. She called back in a couple of days and said yes. So she came.

What’s coming up now?

I don’t know. We’ll try this and that. Some teaching this summer. There are a 
few other debts apart from the Brooklyn Academy, not huge things. Kei has to do a 
new piece for the NEA before the end of May. So she’s going to start a new piece.

Kei said something about New Paltz in April.

Richard Brown cancelled the whole deal. It would have been a disaster. They 
had promised a big publicity job, 80% of the box office. He went up there and they 
hadn’t done a thing. The school calendar for the semester had nothing on it. They 
hadn’t even booked the theater. The person in charge had left.

Kei’s going to continue classes in about a week. So, basically it’s like taking 
over with classes. I’m going to try to work out some things for the fall.

I want to say something more. Despite all the business stuff I go through, I 
consider myself a performer. Unfortunately, to do that you have to be with the 
company, and most of the business stuff you do comes out of relationships you build 
up with other people. If I could just do the company management and perform, that 
would be okay. I have a problem. Maybe I’m wrong about this. I get the feeling 
there’s only one way to do it right, and nobody else can do it. I wish there were a 
way to dispel that feeling.

Are you really $4,000 in debt?

Not really in debt because as of last May we realized there would be a deficit 
of $4,000. So since last May we’ve been getting our money together. Saving it. 
Getting it together. But inflation took a lot. The scenery and lighting we hadn’t 
bargained on. There was a lot of trucking. The rehearsal pay was fixed. It was what 
we got from the New York State Council. For the performances I had hoped to give 
$40 per evening per dancer. By my latest calculation I think it will be a little less. So 
there’s no real debt. Once I’ve paid all the bills off, I’ll have $1,500 left.

Then you’re ahead?

Then I split that up among the dancers. I haven’t told Kei, but I was thinking 
today probably Kei and I won’t get our share.

Why?

I suppose it doesn’t make sense. I mean we’ve put our own money in it. But it 
means the other people will get more. There will be $300 more to split among the 
dancers.

Mal, why do you do this?
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I don’t know. I guess … I consider it as my work. It’s what I’m doing. This is 
what I do. All the other things I do, it’s to get money to do this. The dancing part has 
suffered for me. I had to be away a lot. It’s supported Kei and myself for two years, 
so it’s okay. It was something I had to do. That’s why I wasn’t in Part 9. I’m really 
sorry. I would have liked to be in the lines part – the last part.

Kei’s been shopping in Chinatown. When she gets back we’re still talking. 
She lingers a moment, says something about a sore shoulder, then goes to the 
kitchen. When we’re finished Mal calls to her, “Gosh, he didn’t ask me anything 
about the dance.”

Now it’s her turn. She has a question for us. “I want interview you. Why can’t 
babies walk?” Huh? I guess she’s serious. Anyway, Mal tries to explain why they 
can’t walk. And then we have supper.
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