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Pip-squeaks’
rite of spring

‘When Stravinsky Met
Nijinsky’ introduces ballet
history to younger set

By MICHAEL J. FRESSOLA
STATEN ISLAND ADVANCE

Of all of the high-culture colli-
sions that might become a chil-
dren’s picture book, the oddest
candidate has to be “The Rite of
Spring” the violent, atonal, foot-
pounding ballet that sent Parisians
screaming out of the theater. It ig-
nited a riot on the Champs-Ely-
sees a hundred years ago on May
29, 1913.

But “When Stravinsky Met Ni-
jinsky” (Houghton Mifflin Har-
court, ages 4 to 8), a new book
written and illustrated by Lauren
Stringer, turns the outrageous de-
but into an entertaining account
of a cooperative venture.

Most unusual of all, this dance-
driven picture story might appeal
to boys, unlike most other ballet
stories, except for “Billy Elliot.”

Stringer cuts much of the com-
plicated backstory of “Rite” (it’ll
replay ad infinitum in the re-
maining 11 months of the centen-
nial anniversary year)) to an in-
teraction between composer Igor
Stravinky and legendary dancer
Vaslav Nijinsky. Diaghalev, the
wily impresario who backed the
enterprise with his Ballet Russes,
is absent.

In her version, the composer
and dancer are like-minded inno-
vators, determined to do some-
thing new. She also deduces that
as ex-pat Russians, they had lan-
guage and culture in common.

She writes:

“Stravinsky said, “Nijinsky,

Lets remember our old home,
Russia.

Perhaps from the old will come
something new?

I'll play a deep forest where
dancers can leap.

They’ll need night drums that
rumble and fires that blaze.”

Nijinsky gets it:

“Yes, they’ll jump round in circles

and their feet must be muddy!”

They get to work: The music is
often “loud, LOUD, LOUD” the
author observes and the steps that
Nijinsky devises to go with it re-
semble nothing that the dancers
ever seen/done before.

Not everyone is happy about it.
Some dancers and musicians are
weirded-out and they quit. It’s just
too strange.

Naturally, the actual backstory
is a thousand times more compli-
cated than the condensed treat-
ments in this kid-friendly version.
“The Rite of Spring,” — music and
ballet — was one of the game-
changers of the early 2oth Centu-
ry. The Armory Show that same
year caused comparable pande-
monium in the visual arts.

Stringer has adapted the origi-
nal “Rite” costume designs for
her illustrations, as any young
readers who go looking for more
information will discover. Again,
she leaves plenty out — she nev-
er actually uses the title “The
Rite of Spring” in the text,” but
goes into some detail regarding
the tumultuous opening night
performance.

The dancers stomped and
skipped and jumped.

(They’re not dancing the way
dancers should dance)

The orchestra pounded and
squeaked and blared.

(They’re not making music the
way orchestras should!)

SEE RITE, PAGE C 3
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Tony-winner Michele Pawk helms
Wagner’s production of a modern musical classic
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The Broadway production of “Rent” closed on Sept. 7, 2008 after a 12-year run of 5,124 performances. The ninth lon
time, it grossed more $280 million. Above, the Wagner College Theate’s cast of the show.
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By MICHAEL J. FRESSOLA / STATEN ISLAND ADVANCE

ith its rock score, romantic
life-and-death plotlines
and multiracial 20ish char-
acters struggling toward
adulthood, “Rent” is per-
fect for an undergraduate drama program.

But at Wagner College, where the show
opens Feb. 27, it represents a kind of
homecoming.

Years ago, while the show was still in-
cubating, Jonathan Larson — source of
the whole package, book, music and
lyrics — submitted a rough cassette
recording to the school’s Stanley Drama
Award playwrighting competition.

He won the $1,000 award, not so sur-
prising, actually.

Larson’s East Village homage to Pucci-
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ni's “La Boheme,” (the tuberculosis of the
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SEE BOHEMIAN, PAGE C 2 “Rent” stars Olivia Puckett and Robby Haltiwanger.

‘RENT": Jonathan Larson’s landmark musical featuring “La Vie Boheme,” “Seasons of Love” & many more
Where: Wagner College Main Stage, 1 Campus Rd., Grymes Hill; 718-390-3259
When: Feb. 27 & 28, 8 p.m.; March 1 & 6-8, 8 p.m.; March 2 & 9, 2 & 8 p.m.; March 10, 2 p.m.
How much: Tickets are $16-$27 at the box office (Monday-Friday, noon-4 p.m.) or wagner.edu/theatre/production/boxoffice/
More information: Email boxoffice@wagner.edu for additional details.

Sandy benefit

Fall and Recovery Benefit, staged by the Martha Graham Dance Co. Feb. 26 (7:30 p.m.) at the Joyce Theater,
175 Eighth Ave., Manhattan, with guest artists Desmond Richardson (right), Wendy Whelan and others. -
For details contact Suzanne Flanagan at 212-229-9200 x 10 or sflanagan@marthagraham.org - -
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Wagner College students tackle
a modern musical classic: Rent
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opera becomes AIDS-HIV in
the update), was miles ahead
of the other front-runners.
(Full disclosure: I was a
Stanley Award reader that
year).

Picked up a little later by
the New York Theatre
Workshop, the not-for-profit
propulsion machine (“Peter
and the Starcatcher” is its
most recent success), “Rent”
made it's way to off-Broad-
way and Broadway, copping
awards and acclaim left and
right.

But Larson, who had been
waiting tables for years, en-
dured all of the struggle and
missed nearly all of the ap-

plause. He died of an aortic
rupture on Jan. 25, 1996, the
night before the first Broad-
way preview.

Sad to say, this cruel blow
added glamour to the “Rent”
brand. The show went on to
win every major prize, in-
cluding the Tony Award for
Best Musical and the Puli-
tizer for drama.

Michele Pawk, Wagner's
very own Tony-award-win-
ning actress/theater faculty
member is directing.

“I think what is really im-
portant is that, even though
it is now more of a period
piece, the ideas that are writ-
ten about so beautifully in

this play are still important,”
she said. “It's about love, life
and not wasting a second,
because ‘you have no day
like today.™

The show launched Idina
Menzel, Adam Pascal, Taye
Diggs and Daphne Rubin-
Vega, and brought new
young audiences into the
theater in droves. It very
wisely advertised a dis-
count ($20) rush ticket and
for years — avid fans spent
the night in sleeping bags
under the Nederlander
marquee on 41st Street.

At Wagner, Brandon Su-
riale is musical director and
Ashley Berger is choreogra-

phing. The set, representing
a ramshackle illegal “squat”
in Alphabet City, is the
work of Wagner senior An-
thony Freitas. It's deliber-
ately short on detail.

“I like the look of the bare
bones, an everything-ex-
posed set,” Pawk said. “It al-
lows the cast a lot of free-
dom.”

The cast includes seniors
Robby Haltiwanger, Alex
Boniello, Melanie Brook,
Jenny Kelly, Dave Resultan,
Anthony Colasuonno, Olivia
Puckett, Liza Colpa, Rhea
Francani, Seth Price, J.R
Goodman, Caitlin Beckman,
Concetta Raineri and Paige
Howell

— Look for more of Michael
J. Fressola’s Q&A with
director Michele Pawk

(pictured here during
rehearsals for “Rent”) in
Thursday’s issue of AWE:
Advance Weekly
Entertainment.

Michael ). Fressola is the arts editor
for the Advance. He may be reached
at fressolaasiadvance.com.
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