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Taking Off from Anna Halprin’s Dance Deck: Ally at the 
Fabric Workshop and Museum

by Jonathan Stein

Ninety-five-year-old Anna Halprin is the great grandmom of post-modern dance. For over sixty years, twentieth-century dance and 

performance innovators such as Merce Cunningham, Simone Forti, Trisha Brown, and Yvonne Rainer have been playing and inventing 

with Halprin on her outdoor dance deck in Marin County, California. “When you reach up in a room, psychologically you go as far as the 

roof; outside, you go as far as the sky,” Halprin told a writer on her  ninety-fifth birthday tribute last year.

Halprin’s most recent dance deck-mates have included Janine Antoni and Stephen Petronio, two artists who have worked together on 

eight projects; she is the guiding spirit of their intergenerational collaboration and four-floor exhibition of live dance, sculpture, 

installation, and video at the Fabric Workshop and Museum (FWM) through July 31.The result is Ally, a rich and multi-layered exhibition 

of art and performance that the FWM describes as conceived and performed by Antoni in collaboration with Petronio and Halprin.

Petronio confessed over lunch at the press preview that he knew Halprin initially only as a historical figure (par for the course in the New 

York-centric dance world); Antoni, a sculptor who has long plumbed the psychological, religious, and metaphysical meanings of the 

body and who relishes “taking the ephemeral into art spaces,” only discovered Halprin through the first biographical feature film about 

her, Breath Made Visible (2009) by Ruedi Gerber. Antoni says she “was blown away” by Halprin’s life and career, and, as she told me, 

soon after seeing the film, she rushed out to a West Coast workshop with Halprin (and she will also head west to work with her at the 

close of this exhibition). For a year, Antoni withheld from Halprin the fact that she was an artist and considering a mid-career 

retrospective. When she finally asked Halprin to make a dance for her, Halprin instead chose to have Antoni, who had never danced in 

performance, become the dancer. As Antoni has related in  Artforum, “of course, anyone could be a dancer to her! She knew 

immediately what she wanted me to do. ‘You have to work with paper. And maybe you’d like to take off your clothes.’”

http://www.sfgate.com/entertainment/article/95th-birthday-tribute-t0-Anna-Halprin-postmodern-6296985.php
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2KQnWkdgvsU
http://www.artforum.com/words/id=59765


Antoni was ambivalent about having a retrospective that looked primarily backwards, perhaps sharing the sentiments of the Ed Ruscha 

drawing, I DONT WANT NO RETRO SPECTIVE (1967). But like Xavier Le Roy, who, by focusing on art as a living process, and the 

exhibition format becoming a creative medium, re-invented the retrospective convention in his Retrospective at MoMA PS1 in 2014, 

Antoni, too, has used the opportunity to create a collaborative, multi-disciplinary art project to show, as she told a preview audience, 

“how everything in life is connected, stays in process and has malleable meanings.”

Paper Dance

The audience enters to sit upon any of three dozen art-packed crates of Antoni’s prior sculptures—derrieres on pedestals—a hint at the 

artist’s sly humor for her retrospective. For each of her twenty solo performances of Paper Dance, Antoni first unpacks one and repacks 

another art object, untitled for the audience . These have included the set of photos, Mom and Dad (1994), a hybridized family portrait 

where each parent is made up to look like the other, and the surreal cast-resin sculpture, to channel (2015), juxtaposing a skeletal pelvis 

atop an overturned human head on an overturned flowerpot base.

Shortly before her improvised duet with a long length of brown paper, and again at the close, Antoni projects on the gallery wall or the 

side of an art crate film excerpts from Halprin’s Stockholm performance of Parades and Changes (1965), which includes a section also 

called Paper Dance, a massing of nude dancers tearing and cascading through paper. (After a later one-time performance of the piece 

in New York City, Halprin reportedly skipped town to avoid an arrest warrant for nudity.)
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