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‘Big pictures’ inspire a dancer

By Doris Diether
Maher Benham. of Thompson St... founder
of Coyote Dancers. will offer her third dance
program this weekend at the Sylvia and Danny

. Kaye Playhouse at Hunter College. Benham.

born in New York but raised in Connecticut.
basbeendancing since she was four.commuting
to New York to the Martha Graham School.

" Her first teacher was Ernestine Stodelle.

- When she attended Reed College in
Portland. Ore.. she was required 10 take an

academic major. butshe managed to combine

this with her interest in dance.

“Asan anthropologist.” she said. “1 looked .

at dance in many other cultures — Native

‘American. Balinese. any culture where dance

wasa big part of spuritual life.” Buteven while

" studying and dancing at Reed. she knew she

wanted todomore. Gi the West Coast, Benham
said. “there was not much out there. Having
spent time as a child and teenager coming to
New York to study. I got the feeling I really
had to get back 10 New York..where the heart
and sout of dance 15~

When she returned 10 New York. she
resumed classes at the Grabam School. and
also began dancing. with Pearl Lang. Daniel
Maloney. Kenneth King and others. even. in
1992. in a reconsuruction of Graham's 1935
“Panorama.” Nine years ago. when the Graham
School started a trainee program. Benbam
joined. ~Thatwasa great program.” shesaid.
“and out of that [ became a teacher at the
Grabam: School.”™ Benham also teaches at
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Marymoum College and the Nelghborhood
Playhouse on S4th_St. :
About three years ago Benbam got acall

- asking ber to choreograph something for the
St. Bart’s Music and Dance Festival in the
French West Indies the following year.

) “Do you have anything to show?” she was
asked. and. although she had pever
choreographed before. she said. “Sure.” “I had
a year to become a choreographer. but I could
feel it coming. I thought. this must be it. the
call to make me do it.”

She wentto St. Bart's with Carlos Fittante,

ber dance partner from the Balinese American |

Fusion Dance Company. and on the plane
coming back she told him. “I'm going to start
my own dance company.” Coyote Dancers
came to mind as the name for ber company
because “I liked the sound and energyof it. and
also the fact that it didn’t have my name on'iv’
I like the non-ego part of it, and. besides: my
mame is unusual and hard to pronounce.” In
Native American culture. one has an ally, and
shebas always considered coyotes ber ally. the
animal she identifies with. ~Coyotes. are
_Arevered as creative forces and very strong,
ingenious. scrappy survivors who- can get
.through anythmv and can outsmart a wolf.”
" she says. =% ) 'w’.’f-

- Benham® sﬁrsteonccn was at Marymount
Theater. The second was a.small studio
showing. But. “thisis my first big, real theater,
high profile. légi&imale performance.” she
related. “I'm new, as a choreographer. really
just a baby. I started choreograpbing. not
knowing anything about how to run a d:mce
company.”

The concerts on Sept. 16 and l7 are
ambitious. There will be 33 dancers including
guestartists Stuart Hodes and Daniel Maloney.
five musicians. a singer. a bagpiper, and eight
works. three with original scores.

“I bad big visiouns, big pictures in my
biead.” she recalled. “I justsaw these images.
and thought. ‘I'd like to made a dance about
thal” When I started to realize. logistically.
what was mvolvcd...xf I bad known. I might
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never have gotten mvolvcd- I didn’tthink about money. 'mso !
naive in thag way.”

The largest work on tie program is “S:papu for 17 men. !

"I was lying on the floor. eyes closed, and I saw this picture 1

of a whole group of men of all ages. standing looking up into the '

sun like trees. like ancient virgin forest trees.” Benham i

remembered. “Icalled everyone I knew and other people [didn't 4
know but had heard about. [ called Dadiy. (Maloney] and Stuart
(Hodes). T got students of mine from the Grabam School and
some younger kids. I 2ot them ail together in a room and lhcn

- [ started to-think. "Ob. dear. what am ¥ doing.” :

K “The piece is about intergeneratoaal’ exchange. aboutthe -
passing oa of wisdom. My inspiration was the Bhagavad Gita.
an ancient Hindu scripture about the battle between Krishna. the ]

- saint. and Arjuna. the warrior.” Al
) “Maher. It's Donald.™ another work. was mspu’ed by hcr
friendship. with the phomcnphcr Donald Greenhaus. “the ﬁxst
artist I ever met” R -T;
" Benham takes her art very scnously el -
“An artisthas a commitment to a prospective aboutlifeand
" toa pointof view thatmakes one follow a certain path."shesays. ©
: ““l think an artistic life is devotional. it" sacalling. To bcanamst
. -Fisa total life commitment. T dou t create my danca. I'mjnst »
El opentomccwed:cm_ o 2l S e
- Benhiam is constandy envisioning dances. -~ - .-.° ] .
.- ". "Mast of the time I spend artistically ‘percolating,”, shc---
- says- ““Right now I’ ve got three more dances coming oat; that .
R _I’m lcllmgtogoaway uatil after [ finish this concert. There's 4
.- ~alotof material welling up that wants to be realized? Wh:nl'm -
- walhngdowntbesmecc and I'fove to walk around diesmeetsof
- .- New York and‘especially the Villagé and SoHo. or even whea -

PSSR .. - Fm washing dishes. I'm always gctnng 1dcas ﬂoaung up hcn:- A

- ol -mdrmmwumgmem Ny SR

) < .- .- . This gives her-almost no time for anythmg clse She fe:k""j

= _. it is-her husband who really suffers. A purchasing manzgcrfo:

. ‘Columbia Umvexsxty. heis also an artist. aclamcal pxamst and -

e LT e e : AL guitanst. ; 1

S g ey ] I ] : “Iconsxderhunmy musical Sveugal ~ she said: “H’cnm 251 R -

A . _'mmde.bmhedom tworkasuamstbeauschcfekwe

. would never survive.” - - ]
- Benham isn't sure what will bappen after these concerts. -

“Thishascostme so much. financially. personally, thesacnﬁcm A
of my busband: Can we go through this ag2in?” She may have

- 10 cut back ta a smaller group. say six dancers. and keep werking -

. mo:eofwnm asmallcrway. Butshclssumtokeepwrhng.
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