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There’s Lady Gaga, and there’s dance Gaga. The former is a pop singer with attitude. The 
latter is a dance technique with attitude. 

Gaga is associated with the choreography of Ohad Naharin, artistic director of Israel’s 
famed Batsheva Dance Company. Batsheva is the big-ticket dance item at this year’s 



Luminato festival, which commissioned Naharin’s Sadeh21. Having a Naharin North 
American premiere is a very big deal. 

Sadeh21 was developed using Naharin’s Gaga technique in collaboration with the 
dancers. Gaga helps the practitioner reach a heightened level of physical sensitivity, and 
thus find unusual ways to move the body. The dance piece certainly has some eye-
catching choreography. 

Naharin developed Gaga when he was recovering from a back injury. He wanted a 
technique that worked with the body rather than against it. A Gaga class runs on verbal 
commands such as “Draw circles with different body parts” or “Move as if your flesh has 
melted off and you are just bones.” The result is a sophisticated dance language that leads 
to a relaxed and easy physical fluidity, no matter how complex the movement pattern. 

Sadeh21 was created using Gaga as its toolbox. “Sadeh” means “field” in Hebrew, as in a 
field of study. The piece is made up of a series of movement studies, and helpful 
projected titles announce each new sadeh. The score consists mostly of the music of 
Brian Eno and David Darling. 

But you have to watch out for Naharin’s curve balls. For example, at almost an hour into 
the piece, we were only up to Sadeh6, and although I was enjoying watching the dancers, 
Sadeh21 seemed a very long way off. 

The next title said Sadeh7-18, which got a big laugh from the audience, and you could 
feel everyone relax. That’s vintage Naharin: always sly, always in control, always 
manipulating the audience. 

Sadeh21 is, first and foremost, a celebration of dance. The piece begins with each of the 
18 dancers coming onstage performing an individual sequence. Sadeh2 features duets that 
build into larger ensembles. From Sadeh3 on, the dancers come and go, forming and 
reforming patterns within patterns, with complexity growing apace. They are living 
sculpture that defines space and time. 

There is always a contrast onstage. At one point, on one side, a trio walks hand-in-hand 
in a gentle circle, with more and more dancers coming out to join. On the other side is a 
lone performer delivering a routine of agonized violence. 

Naharin has a habit of sneaking up on an audience. For example, you slowly become 
aware that colour is being introduced. Instead of the dark-coloured clothes they wore at 
the beginning, one dancer has green shorts, another an orange tank top. 

Several of the sadehs stand out because of their peculiarity, such as the one involving a 
woman who marches through the other dancers in what can only be described as a 
waddle. Rather than walking with her legs straight out in front of her, her ambulatory 
action begins with a hip thrust from side to side. 



And then there’s the beat number, in which the women begin with finger snaps in time to 
the music; things build to a rhythmic in-sync dance routine. Behind them, the men, 
garbed in strapless dresses, engage in frantic physicality, flinging themselves through 
space. Sadeh21 is certainly dance in the abstract, but why put gender-bending into this 
particular piece? 

Or why the male dancer, the one with the beefiest physique, who comes to centre stage, 
and in a high-pitched voice croons a garbled language one would associate with a person 
who is physically disabled or mentally challenged? It’s quite disturbing when that dancer 
is manhandled off stage. 

Avi Yona Bueno’s set design comprises of a low back wall, and side pods to allow for 
exits and entrances. One assumes that the wall is to allow for the projected titles. But, in 
the case of Naharin, as always: Be prepared for the unexpected. 

In the finale of Sadeh21, a dancer’s head appears above the wall. It becomes clear that 
there is a hidden platform there when he stands up. And then he falls off backward. 

And so the piece ends with a nod to Sisyphus pushing the rock forever up the hill. The 
dancers climb up, and then hurl themselves off the wall. There is no curtain call. 

Is the message from Naharin and his dancers that art is a forever struggle? That 
dancers/artists have to keep taking risks? That we must never stop trying? Or is it that 
throwing yourself off a wall is simply loads of fun? 

That, my friends, is the unsettled world of Ohad Naharin. 

Sadeh21 continues Friday and Saturday night (June 15 and 16, 2012) at 8 p.m. 

 


