THE NEW

urban playground, a place
where stylish crowds gather
for outdoor concerts and
events, For two decades,
however, it was an urban
wasteland, & 50,000-square
foot drained swimming pool
strewn with broken glass, covered with graflit,
and surrounded with a barbed wire fence.

The catalyst in its transformation was chore-
ographer Noémie Lafrance, New York's reign.
ing queen of site-specific modern dance, In
2005, she adopted the gritty poal as the loca-
tiont for her large-scale dance work, “Agor:
Following the final perfermances of “Agera,
the site — now less hazardos and more public:
friendly — has become a stomping ground for
Brooklyn’s vigorous art and music scene. The
transformation was both an artistic sucoess —
the work advanced Ms. Lafrance’s oeuvre,
which will continue Septem| Fwith “Agora
b —andapubhrcumpl.cu haw the arts can
aid urban reclamation.

“1 had 1o fight a lot of political fights to get
+hie grajact b wnek? Me . Lafeanna, 3 Quahar,
arei nastive, said, staring off toward the distant
«end of the pool during a recent rehearsal, “This
project is pelitical because of what it brings up
in terms of the meaning of public space. Pub-
lic space is supposed to be about everybody,
ot the government.”

Though civic groups are at odds over
whether the pool should be turned back into a
working swimming pool, many credit Ms.
ith single-handedly reviving, ;1
least in spirit, o decrepit evesore,

“She was the only ene to bring it to life,” the
parks and recreation chairman of Comnunity
Board 1, Mieszko Kalita, said of Ms, Lafrance's
presentation of her plans 1o the board, Ms,
Lafrance and her nonprofit company, Sens,
worlw:l wm\ the board and the Parks and

o gain ion to
use the site, and to secure some of its structur.
al liabilities.

Wi it complete, the pool became the lo-
cation for free concerts staged by Jelly NYC,
music video production company. Sarah Hoop-
er,coddirector of Jelly NYC, sees the impact that
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Park Pool.

‘She creates events
that are way more
than just a dance.”

five days to create dances around Fort Jay on
Governor's Island,

“They're all challenging for different rea-
sons,” Ms. Lafrance said of her sites. “When we
did “Noir,” getting these cars and charging the
batteries — it was a nightmare. When we did
De.w\.n: " you cuu!d.n‘: hear anybody. You were

th i 13 floors
— 50 you were going, ‘Could you move your
arm? Pass it on to the next person. Could you
mave your amm?™

‘While challenges become her, “Agora 11"
and “Agora” have posed more problems, on
mare fronts, than peﬂr.lps any of her other en-

Park Pool, created in 1936 as p«r: of the Works

Ms. Lafrance has had in chear terme The con
certs, which featured bands like Les Swvy Fav
A of 5,500 people
“Noémie was the first one to et in there and
actually do something 1o open Hoop-
er said. “Someone had 1o get in there s spend
owo weeks genting up all that broken gl and
making all the changes thar necded 1o bemail
Ms, Lafrance, 32, is no stranger 1o the pe
that come with staging dance in wmisual locs
tions, In the last five years, she b
knqlhed pieces the margins of city life, “De.
scent,” which ran between 2001 and 2003, was
stiged in the stairwell of the City Court Build-
ing Clock Tower. In 2004, she staged “Modr"
lusty, dramatic show performed in a parkin
— with the audience observing the perform.
ance through the windshields of parked cars; il
was laver included in dve 2004 Whitney Bienni-
al. Ms. Lafrance then turned to the under.
ground unnels beneath Fort Adams in New.
port, RI, to create *The Invisible Sins of Fort
Adams" in 2004, And more recently, she partic.
ipated in “Dancing in the Streets” in which she
and four other choreographers were given just

Progre:

I under Mayor Fiorello
< almost inconceivably huge, with
K i i dhance that
will mnlm alicnate the viewer nor physically
expire the dancers requires serious creative in-
tervention. For this work, Ms
ploys skateboards fo kssist som,
in tackling the space, but admits that, even
with 60 bodies, making a dent in the visual
landscape has proved difficult,

But not impossible, “She thinks bigger than
most choreographers. She ereates events that
e way more than just a dance,” the rehearsal
elirestor, Reba Mehan, said.

In & recent rehiearsal, mrilm sparkly pink
Converse sneakers and white plasticframed
sunglisses, Ms. Lafrance traipsed across the
pool’s chipped surface, appearing younger
than even some of her tireless dancers. She
speaks in lightly accented English, and retains
same of the syntax indicative of a foreign
tenpue. But Ms. Lafrance's speech isn't what
trips up some of her colleagues,

“Sometimes working with her is overwhelm
ing because she's got this big idea, and she un
derstands it from so many different angles”

TAKE TWO Dancers In a preview performance of Noédmle Lafrance's ‘Agora II' in McCarren
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Ms. Mehan, whoe danced in “Agora,” <aid. “You
can’t possibly understand, and she doesn't
have time to share with you what's going on in
her head. You have to just trust, and surrender,
and know that it's okay™

The intensity comes well earned. Ms,
Lafrance trained as a dancer with the Martha
Graham School of Contemporary Dance be-
tween 1994 and 1997. There, she welcomed the
school’s stringent style, *I really liked the dis-
ciplinary aspect of it,” she said. “A lot of peo-
ple complain about that, but that'’s the rigor
that dance really needs to be very profound
and expressive, [t's very hm'd to trakn the body
without pushing its 1

Prior to training with the Graham school,
Ms. Lafrance attended an arts high schoal in
Montreal, where she received her first taste of

‘Aﬂ‘
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sitespecific work, performing pieces in the
school elevators and the cafeterin. =1 rememn-
ber I felt like, o my God, we're so misunder-
stood,” Ms, Lalrance recalled with a lawgh, “ We
were just throwing owrselves on the wall™

Bur the feedback she received on her ow!t
early choreography proved even more influei
tial. She fed eagerly off of reactions from het
nomdancer classmates, who told her they could
redate o her choreography. In works like “Ago-
ra 11" sher employs movements that aren't nec-
essarily specific to dance technigue. In a recent
rehearsal, she instructed a group of two dozen
female dancers 1o make flicking movements as
though they were “Brushing away mosquitoes.”

“1 care to be accessible to a larger andi-

g id. “That’s important for modern
It now, b come out of its little family
and really reach the outside world”

To lier credit, she has found ways to meet that
goal. Those purchasing tickets for “Agor I will
be offered the choice of “Viewer™ tickets, which
will allow them to watch the show from the
pocd’s perimeter, or “Player™ tickets. “Flayer™
ticketholders will be assigned to one of four
teams and will receive a cell phone text mes.
sape during the show, instructing them 1o partic.
ipate in the performance in a spedfic way, The
concept makes Ms. Lafrance’s work not just in-

2 ut physically so as well,
i Ms. Lafrance follow up on
such i large scale work? When asked about her
plans for the future, a little grin spreads over
Ter Face. “This is the mega,” she said, looking
out over the expanse of concrete. “I'm interest-
ed in working in the microscopic now, My next
piece is going to happen on the surface of my
body. That's my next site."

“Agora 11" runs benween September 13 and
30 {Lorimer St., between Driggs and Bagard
streets, 718-302-5024),




