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Following its September 2015 White Mirror, which bravely confronted a Holocaust theme, Lemon Sponge Cake Contemporary 
Ballet presented White Fields on September 17. The outdoor public performance, at Holiday Park in Boulder, Colorado, took ar-
tistic aim at the issue of gun violence in America. In three sections, with the majestic Rocky Mountains in the background, White 
Fields interspersed poignant duets with spoken word that painfully recounted the tragic statistics and emotional wreckage of 
lives cut short by bullets.

Lemon Sponge Cake’s founder and choreographer Robert Sher-Machherndl was formerly a principal dancer with the Dutch Na-
tional Ballet and the Bavarian State Ballet. Based in Boulder with his British wife and co-director/producer Jenifer Sher since the 
late 1990s, his stated mission has been to integrate classical technique with contemporary movement sensibilities and stretch 
its limits as an instrument for enlightened commentary on modern life. His abstract creations typically plumb the tensions be-
tween hope and despair, longing and withdrawal, connection and alienation.

When the producer-directors undertook their first project in the U.S. in 2000, they thought it would be a one-off and so looked 
for a cool, funny name as opposed to branding the group after themselves.  Lemon Sponge Cake was on the dessert menu of a 
Boulder restaurant called Trios, and they liked the sound of it.

Sher-Machherndl’s movement style, reminiscent of William Forsythe, seems to deliberately accentuate his length and angularity, 
which becomes striking in combination with his clear center and precise technique. Bailey Harper, a statuesque Louisiana native 
with rare emotional depth and dramatic intensity, partnered Sher-Machherndl in White Fields. She was also part of the ensem-
ble in White Mirror.

White Fields began with Sher-Machherndl anxiously circling Harper and periodically catching her as she fell alternately back-
wards and forwards – as if collapsing from shock, grief, or a bullet wound. Frank Mauceri’s taped electronic score set a tone of 
psychological fog and disarray by combining the sounds of a gunshot in reverse slow-motion with falling shells, wind chimes, 
and a gong. On top of this, Mauceri layered live improvised scattershot saxophone while concert pianist George Lopez contrib-
uted comparable notes on the keyboard of a Steinway transported to the grassy middle of the park.

As the tense duet evolved, Harper’s anxious, contorted movements evoked the pain and disassociation of both a disturbed 
shooter and the shooting victim. While she remained in a world of her own, Sher-Machherndl tracked her with a confused mix 
of support and avoidance. Each seemed to seek both escape and support, both with and from each other, though a tragic tan-
gle was the only thing possible.

In the second section, Lopez offered a sensitive interpretation of Bach’s “Chaconne” while the dancers partnered one another 
with a somewhat more classical vocabulary but ongoing ambiguity. The quicker pace and high drama of the music brought to 
mind the accelerating frenzy of a shooter preparing to act. The dancers made regular gestures that suggested desperate yet 
futile pleas for help. As if he were a newscaster, actor Denis Berkfeldt delivered descriptions of  accidents, killings, and suicides, 
along with shooting statistics from around the world that highlighted the crisis in America.

October 13, 2016
By Daniel Gesmer

Impressions of: Ballet in Boulder, Colorado / |
Lemon Sponge Cake Contemporary Ballet Confronts Gun Violence







Why Denver Commissioned A Piece Of Public Art You'll Only See Once
Corey H. JonesBY COREY H. JONES
OCT 1, 2015

You know the big blue bear that peers into the Colorado Convention Center? The newest 
piece of public art commissioned by the City of Denver is nothing like that.
On Sunday, you’ll see why: It’s a dance called “White Mirror” and will take place only once, 
at 6:30 p.m. in Babi Yar Park in southeast Denver.

7Ke title is a nod to ideas of Kope and reŴ ection and tKe performance e[plores tKe +olo�
caust.

ŏItōs a Yery intense, emotional energy,Ő cKoreograpKer 5obert SKer�0acKKerndl said� ŏ$nd 
I’m really pleased to bring dance out of the theater, to not have the walls or be constricted.”

)ounded as a +olocaust memorial in 1��1, tKe park Zas e[panded 11 years later� $n aerial 
view shows the Star of David formed by paths that take you through trees, over bridges and 
to other monuments.  

ŏItōs a beautiful park tKat most people arenōt really aZare of, and Ze really Zanted to sKoZ�
case it,” Denver public art administrator Rudi Cerri said.

The name Babi Yar refers to a ravine in Ukraine where more than 33,000 Jews were killed 
during one week in 1941. The park honors those who died during this massacre and the 
ones that followed.

ŏItōs a Yery Tuiet, contemplatiYe space, and I tKink Ze Zanted a piece of artZork tKat reŴ ect�
ed that,” Cerri, who oversees public art projects commissioned by the city, said.

7Ke city renoYated part of Babi <ar 3ark in 2006, and money from tKat effort Zent to fund ŏ:Kite 0irror�Ő 7Katōs KoZ DenYerōs public art program Zorks� :Ken tKe city completes a capital improYe�
ment project that’s more than $1 million, 1 percent of the construction budget goes toward art for the site. 

The cost of projects ranges from around $10,000 to more than $1 million, Cerri said. The budget for this public artwork was $15,000.

ŏIt isnōt a lot of money,Ő Cerri said� ŏ$ pKysical piece Zasnōt Tuite rigKt because Ze didnōt KaYe tKe budget to do it and tKe park is so Zell curated tKat for us to put anotKer element into tKe park 
didn’t make any sense.”



This is the third time Denver has commissioned a performance piece instead of permanent 
visual art. In 2012, Morton Waller composed “Virga Sound Performance.” The musical event 
took place on the Delgany Pedestrian Bridge over Cherry Creek, which hoists Patrick Mar-
old’s “Virga” public art sculpture.

In 2011, the city commissioned “Playing Apart” by John Rubin and Lee Walton. The perfor-
mance featured 90 members of the Bear Creek High School marching band following indi-
vidual routes throughout downtown Denver. The musicians played Twisted Sister’s “We’re 
Not Gonna Take It” together, but they did so while scattering throughout the city.

While there are more performances happening in public spaces across the country, it’s still 
rare for cities to commission them, Minnesota’s Public Art St. Paul executive director Colleen 
Sheehy said.

But Sheehy expects that to change as more cities emphasize “creative placemaking,” a strat-
egy that aims to get people excited about where they live. 

“The event-based work where people are having interactions can be so important to ac-
tivate a space and to get people to discover a space or even to look at their city in a new 
way,” she said.

At Babi Yar Park in Denver, even the physical space plays a role. Kimberly Chmielewski’s 
dance shoes took a beating during dress rehearsal on the stone and concrete surface.

But dancing on the rough, uneven ground also makes her move with a rawness and a ten-
sion that suits this performance, Chmielewski said.

“Your foot kind of gets stuck in weird ways and you have to maneuver around the different 
curvatures,” she said. “It just brought a new element and a new level of humanity and real-
ness to what we were doing.”

“White Mirror” marks the second time choreographer Robert Sher-Machherndl has explored 
the Holocaust through dance. He’s the artistic director of the Lemon Sponge Cake dance 
company in Boulder.

Sher-Machherndl’s proposal for “White Mirror” beat out eight other submissions the city 
received. And he said he hopes the public performance inspires people to consider how 
these past tragedies still resonate today.

ŏObYiously Ze canōt go back in time and Ɠ [ it, but Ze KaYe to alZays remember,Ő SKer�0acK�
herndl said. “We should also not forget what’s happening now, like the refugee crisis in 
Europe and Syria. It’s just to remind people it’s not over yet.”

The dance may only happen once, but a documentary will capture the story of how the 
performance came about� 7Ke Ɠ lm Zill also alloZ tKis piece of public art to liYe on into tKe 
future, organizers say.



Babi <ar 3ark is surprisingly Tuiet on a 0onday morning� 7Ke trafƓ c noise from nearby SoutK 
+aYana Street seems to dissipate tKrougK tKe leaYes of 100 linden trees in tKe groYe sKeltering 
tKis 2��acre sanctuary� $s a little girl and Ker fatKer Zalk along a patKZay, tKey Kappen upon Ɠ Ye 
dancers in tKe central 3eopleōs 3lace ampKitKeater� 7Ke cKild sits doZn, entKralled� :Kat sKe 
sees is beauty and Karmony in moYement� :Kat sKe doesnōt knoZ is tKe reason tKese dancers 
are in tKe park in tKe Ɠ rst place�

7Ke DenYer park Zas founded in 1��1 as a liYing memorial to tKousands of -eZs, Gypsies, 8krai�
nians and otKers ZKo Zere murdered by 1a]is betZeen 1��1 and 1��3 at tKe Babi <ar raYine in 
.ieY, 8kraine� 5ecent renoYations to tKe parkōs oZn raYine kicked into motion a city ordinance for 
tKe DenYer $rts 	 Venues 3ublic $rt 3rogram� 7Ke gist: $ny capital improYement proMect done 
by tKe city tKat costs oYer �1 million reTuires tKat one percent of tKe proMect cost be set aside 
for tKe inclusion of some form of art in tKe construction� Oftentimes, tKat Kas meant a public art 
sculpture� In tKis case, tKe city sougKt to do sometKing a bit different� ŏ)or us to go in and put an�
otKer elementŋspeciƓ cally anotKer piece of artZorkŋZasnōt Tuite rigKt� It Zould not continue tKe 
story of Babi <ar or get people into tKe park,Ő says 5udi Cerri, tKe cityōs public art administrator� 
So, instead, Kis department commissioned its Ɠ rst piece of dance as public art�

Lemon Sponge Cake Contemporary Ballet, led by internationally recogni]ed cKoreograpKer 
5obert SKer�0acKKerndl, Zas cKosen to perform in tKis initiatiYe� :Kite 0irror is SKer�0acK�
Kerndlōs �0�minute original ŏcommentŐ on tKe tragic Kistory of Babi <ar� )our female dancersŋall 
from tKe DenYer metro areaŋŴ oZ tKrougK tKe circular ŏstage,Ő and SKer�0acKKerndl, a dancer 
Kimself, drifts in and out of tKe scene� $ diYerse composition by Viennese musician :olfgang 
0itterer sets tKe foundation for tKe dancersō Keartrending portrayal of tension, longing, uncer�
tainty, fear, and Kope� SKer�0acKKerndlōs Kyperfocus on details is eYident in eYery lift of a Ɠ nger 
and tilt of tKe neck� 

ŏItōs so e[traordinary tKat a Kuman being could do tKis,Ő SKer�0acKKerndl says of ZKat Kap�
pened in 8kraineōs Babi <ar� ŏ7Kere Zas no respect of Kuman life ZKatsoeYer�Ő +e greZ up in tKe 
2nd municipal district in Vienna� Before :orld :ar II, it Zas a -eZisK area and Kome to tKe larg�
est synagogue in (urope� tKen 60,000 -eZs Zere deported and tKe synagogue Zas destroyed� 
ŏIt Zas tKe center of -eZisK life in Vienna,Ő says -enifer SKer, Kis Zife� ŏ$nd Ke greZ up in it and 
didnōt knoZ�Ő

ŏ$s Kumans, Ze alZays Zait� +oZ many KaYe to be killed"Ő SKer�0acKKerndl says� ŏ7Kis >:Kite 
0irror@ is a lesson in tolerance�Ő 

:atcKing dance outside tKe Zalls of a studio or tKeater is a singular, Yisceral e[perience� Couple 
tKat ZitK tKe oYerlooked beauty and important Kistory of Babi <ar 3ark, and tKis is certain to be a 
special eYening�

See :Kite 0irrorōs premiere �and only� performance on Sunday, October �, at 6:30 p�m� at Babi 
<ar 3arkōs 3eopleōs 3lace ampKitKeater �SoutK +aYana Street and (ast <ale $Yenue�� Itōs laZn seat�
ing, and guests are encouraged to bring a picnic and a blanket or seating pad� �1ote tKat tKere 
is no intermission�� 



$notKer stunner, 58S+, I Kad Ɠ gured Zas tKe Zork of a )orsytKe disciple, like maybe +elen 3ickett, ZKo loYes to ricocKet betZeen deconstructed «paulement 
and tKe ballet Yocabulary itself� :rong again� It Zas made by 5obert SKer�0acKerndl for tKe Dominican 8niYersity LI1(S Ballet B)$ program� +oZ did I feel" 

Like I discoYered a neZ program and a neZ cKoreograpKer�



Nach 19 Jahren in den USA möchte der Wiener Tänzer und Choreograf Robert Sher Machherndl wieder mit der Heimat Kontakt aufnehmen. Mit einem Showing 
im Raum „Imersten“ stellte er das von ihm gegründete Lemon Sponge Cake Contemporary Ballet vor und erzählte von seinen Plänen. In den USA ist Sher-Mach-
herndl ist für seine einfallsreiche, emotionale Tanzsprache bekannt und mehrfach ausgezeichnet geworden.

Nach dem Studium an der ehemaligen Wiener „Schönbrunn Akademie“, tanzte Robert Machherndl mit dem Bayerischen Staatsballett und in den Niederlanden 
sowohl mit dem Nederlands Dance Theatre als auch beim Dutch National Ballet, wie mit dem in Rotterdam angesiedelten Scapino Ballet. Mit Peter Breuer hat er 
in Sal]burg die ersten cKoreograƓ scKen ScKritte gemacKt�

Mit seiner englischen Lebensgefährtin und Managerin, Jenifer Sher, ist er dann in Boulder /Colorado gelandet, wo er 2004 seine eigene Company, Lemonspon-
gecake contemporary ballet, gegründet hat. Das Besondere an dieser offenen Truppe ist die Mitwirkung der Ballerinen und Solotänzer berühmter Ensembles, 
wie etwa Principal Dancers des ABT, New York. Sher-Machherndl hat eine eigene Tanzsprache entwickelt, die zwar auf dem klassischen Vokabular beruht, jedoch 
dieses weit hinter sich lässt. „Ich mache keine Neoklassik, sondern zeitgenössisches Ballett.“ Dieser Begriff „contemporary ballet“ ist in Europa kaum als Bezeich-
nung f¾r eine neue cKoreograpKiscKe $usdrucksZeise ¾blicK� Den Spit]enscKuK aber Kat SKer�0acKKerndl keinesZegs g¦n]licK aus seinen CKoreograƓ en Yer�
bannt, alles ist möglich, ohne oder mit Schuhen. Sein spezielles Vokabular überrascht durch neue, risikoreiche Bewegungsabläufe, die Senkrechte wird ebenso 
betont wie das waagrechte Schweben. Um die TänzerInnen mit dem Unvorhergesehenen vertraut zu machen, hat Sher-Machherndl auch ein spezielles Training-
sprogramm entwickelt. lemon3

Als Choreograf hat Robert Sher-Machherndl mit internationalen Truppen in USA und Europa gearbeitet. Von der Denver Post wurde er 2010 zum Tänzer des 
Jahres gewählt; vier Mal hat er den „New York Ballet Builders Choreography Award“ gewonnen. Mit „Uggi“ hat er überdies eine partizipative Form der „Bewe-
gung für alle“ entwickelt, an der er ebenso viel Freude hat wie die mitwirkenden Laien.

ROBERT SHER-MACHHERNDL – EIN PROPHET WILL NACH HAUSE
Magazin
11. April 2014







studio on a November morning ta:st 

year. U seemed as though Sher· 

MachhenXfl had cairned thnsO meOta! 

uemons. His 1mag1nauon and movt1-

mr:intS seem 11lo1e Un1r1eef and more 

-

" 



-

On this particu­
lar body, In this 

particular mo­
ment, Boulder's 

"alien of extraor­
dinary ability'' 

Is finding his 
voice. It Is 

explosive. It Is 
assertive, 

beautiful, and 
In control. It's 
the voice he's 

been developing 
for some 40 

years. The only 
problem ls very 
few people get 

to see it. 

A PORTRAIT OF THE ARTIST 

Sher-Mad1t10rnal's story begins llke any 

A!,JSUlan bo.!101 i:w,enorn(mon (urned 

Boulder. Colorado. srtlstlc dlrncto(s would. Born rn mkf.Septamt>8'f of 1961 

In V""1na, !his skinny lltllo kid beg;Jn t>alle\ school at Ule age ot sevon wllh 

aspirations. of oorng Fred Astaire. He danced and parlormad In musicaJs ot 

me 200.-year-old Theater an oorW1en w1tl\ moo ana women tw!oc n1s age; 

audulor,� roi the prestlgluus Bavarian Stato Ballet lf1 Munich at age 18:

then lanaed u1e ultlmate bat1o� gig as prlnoli,al danoof for tile Dul.Ch N".atloN1J

Ballet. an �ocr!eooc Shc1,MachhemdJ cans. -u,c hlghtfghl or rny ca,eer. • 

Under the d1reot101l of D1.1toh Nat.1,;inal's Rudi van Dllotzrg, s1,er­

Machhemcu flou11slled, spenaing the next so.veral years blnge1ng oo 

tmdlr.lonol ballets and gnmerlng natlonal acctalm for h� work. But after-a 

decade of danclng tllrough the ballet canoo, the thefl 31-year-old began 

to get antsy. ·• wante(:i.:; change,· he says. "I could still dance. bur I 

wanteo to team a <liffctent Sl<le to tile business." 

Change came In t"e form-of tl'loreog,aphing cont.empormytlar,ce. I le, 

cul his chops with tile 5a1Zburg lmernattonal BaUe1. oo-tJ11ect1ng wlU'! trio 

weU-kriown Po�er Breuer bofore tetutnlf\& 10 Holland to �·ork v.lth Sca�no 

Ballet Ronerdam. ',Mtst rout years U1e1e, I made anoth!!r tSecislon to do 

son\olhlng dlffocmu," .s.-ays tho choteograpner� Kso I went to tondo,t.. 

It was his dectSion to move to the UK mat <:llao� Sher-Machl\emcJf'.s 

hte. In 1997, ne rnel)efllfer SMr, w1,owas v,s�lng liln11lvl1'll was llw,g • 

worla away'" Boulder. ·1 UlougN, what Ult! t,ell. Just g_o for It," he says-. 

·Thars �ow I go1 llere, n's go,geous, yoo !\now, l)u1 It's a pre11y small 1own.

"Our nrst 1.'tlalte.1go was gemng RObert a g1eeo card,• says Sher. who

Mndles pUl)jlcl1y fo< Lomoo Spore,, Cake. "We wor,1 lO M 11,m1\g/t1Uon 

laW)t?.f who mid us that he basically needed to many an Amrulcan, but rn, 

no\ Amelican. l11en Sl1o as1<eo It M'd <l011C anylhl/1g Slg/llliCallt wlU1 ms life, 

ood he. l\od hl.s career as-a t>allcL danoer. She 

wrota a petition for Rotlert to bet:c,r-i10 an alten 

01 exlfll<KIIJna,yal)lll,y.· 

She1.oMae11hernc.1rs auen of exuaorcnn.a1y 

ablHty visa-a specific 1n1nllgmuon staws 

tl'lat a;>pa1es to mor1 and women who have a 

rocognl2;ed ab011y In arts, :sciences, business, 

or at.111at1es - t001( a stwn. three wee.ks to 

process. Ayea1 tater, r.no two wcm mamea 111 

B01Jlde1, and Sh0r-Mnchhe111dl got to wor1<. 

WHAT'S IN A NAME? 

Lemon SflO"ga Calte Conu,mpora,y Ballet 

began with .a l\anaful or small projects in and 

a-rouf'!a Boulder� u�e cnoreographof GJkfng In a 

few tocal dancers and wutlng short pJecc.s whUe teaching classes. Prlt1t 

10 tho companfs 1irs\ ful�eng1h polformanc@, 20001s UnCur� Sher and 

Sher•Mact1herndt we,o having dtnnc, at Trios Enoteca In Boulder, ·we 

we.re Just foollng al'Ol,lnd. tni"l<lng wo nac::1 �o call the cqmpany somc­

\h!ng. • says Sher,Macu11erndl. �we took n off tJ1e menu and thougllt. 

'lemon Sponge Cake. We111 lhls looks gooo:· 

Since mat fir.st perfomrnnc.e. Stmr.iMachhf!mdl and h1s unusuauv 

named company have become a staple In u,e rotavvoly srnatl wo,10 ot 

ptorasstonat dance. His sparse use of fomalo danco,s (anywhe,o f10m 

ona to three accotYlpany illm on stag&), hlst>roKen ballet poslUons. a,id 

tOs ecJectlc ctlolce of music nave b£:.lCome his calling card. 

'"It's very 1n vogue right now co use a handful Qf pooplQ. • he says. 'The 

practice has Just come on in too past couple of yea1s. Reeenuy, tllom 

was so,ne !conlc ,small.group choreography in L�oo. -and It's funny ,na� 

people In dlffewm places arc-doing what l'rn doing. too. so l'rn <lgt1t on 

w11h ll � - ·1,• boblg his u,splratJon, wh�h comes from-a vanet)l 01 

post-l'nocsern souroos such as t1lm, music. ond lfve !heater. 

His olggest arttsuc lnAu�nco OQ1nes t,orn tho dancers U)e01sel�es. lho 

way In wlllch •ac11 lndlvl<lual oody ooaµts to his ollall1'nglng rnoveme1\ls, 

·w,,en I work Wllh someone MW. l'fn Inspired by llOt movements to u1e

must<:." he says. ·sometimes Jenifer and I think or a llUo. and suctoenly 

11\at can give me ldt)as. Sorne people s,,y l/qul<J.Spae& has no1hlng 10 ao 

with me uue. But in my hoacl. it does.· 

·Ro='• cho,eograpny ,s .,.c,11,ig ana run 10 loam,· sa�s Rebekah 

Atth, a 22-year-Old dEmcer who l�as been with \IH! company sn,ce Augost, 
4Sometlrnes i, et1n be a little awk'Waro. Ho. llkt!:s a spec!11c look. al"!d I\'� 

hard to gol there somotlllles, but rm constantty learning and explmlng 

new doplhs.· 

IT'S UP TO YOU, NEW YORK 

lemon Sponge cake. t_.,ipica.U_y porfomis Ulree to four 01lgfrml oan�ts a 

yea, (tolallng '22 since 2000). has four prcsllglous New Volt< Ballot 

Bullciers perforrnanoo.s ufl(lo.r Its bel�, and has perlom,ed 1,1,•llh couni!oss 

na\tonally known ballei �ancers: lhe legendary Sus.an Jaffe, Valene 

Madonia o1 I.he Joffroy 8allc1,... a-nd Messmer, ro name a ,�w. Ncx1 

mon1h, Sher-Machheindl t.1.kes. Llquld-SJ)t.ice wllh him 10 New York, 

wne,e he and Minna Tcrvam8kl, prtno,pal dancer with the Rnn1s11 

Nallooal Ballet. will pono,m 1oge1nor at u,e AMn Alley C!Uwoup rtle.ater, 

1hc-wo,1<1-renowood ba11etlna's t1rsl porformanoo In the Big AJ)ple. Lon,on 

Spo1� Cake has t>eet1 bulldlng towa1tJs fhese two evenll� (Aprll 28 

and 29) since n oogan. 

The goal of U1e Now York performances Is to catch the eyes ot talcm 

agents and prodLJGors Who can holp Shcr-Machhorndl $911 hls orfgmal ',lvl()tk 

to other coo\pantos and w110 wlll book Lemon Sponge Cake al fesuv;,,Js 

a<:ross 1he oout1r.,y. Oespli� me auenuon 

the ChOfeogropttor's wo,k has attractec:I 

Slnco 2000, the ptobJem wtu, sett1J11g 

down Ir, a remote ate a of tile oount,y Is 

Iha tack of "attonaJ exposure. 

·A lol of age1lts an<1 presenters 111 

New York ate lnto-restotl lo us from our 

short Ballet Sullde,s porfomrnnces lHJt 

won·t nit&. us until they sea. -a fUII 

eve"1ng, • says sner. ·rney won't fly to 

Denver ,o see--one e,,her� The)' toll me, 

Wlien you por1orm h I New York. we'll 

como. Bu1 t nce,d �am to peffotm th(!ro._ 

So we da<:tde<I t o  wke 1ha risk and 

LIQUID,SPACE 

Tuesday.April 28, and

Wodnesday,April 29. 8 pm 

Tho Alley Citigroup Theater 

405 w. 55th St. (and .9th 

Avo,), New York 

For more Information or to 

help support the company+ 

visit lcmonspongccake.org 

or smarttix..com 

produc(! the sr.ow oorselves. We have a reuullluon for doing th-e wo,1<. 

Ro�rt·s cJOlng. but people aren't .seelug It outsfde 01 Bouldet and 

oen ... er.-

Mw1ien I gol he,e, I ctKln't know uie A111etfcan svswin, I had only heata 

ot ABT an(i tM New York C11y Balt�t+ J had nevtit heatd or nonproh1, -

S1tef\Mi1t.:hht!t1'KII says ... Oenver alld Boukle1 lrnve t>een good to us. It's 

grcn\ to perrom, here. bUL I've 1eanico ttlal you t1ave (O tmvel and sriow 

ott wha1 you can <Jo. We have! to get 001 the,e aocJ do It ourselves.· t;J 

UENVERMAGA//,tE COM I �,UCli ,l>OU 







Review: Lemon Sponge Cake Contemporary Ballet 

"Vertical Migration'\ Sher•Machherndl's choreography 

December 02. 2010 
Written by Leanne Goebel 

Vertical Migration opens with dancer Robert Sher-Machhemdl 
dragging ballerina Rebekah Shoaf across the stage, her feet 
dug so deeply into the floor that one almost believes she Is 
leaving a mark as he tugs her by her hands, arms fully 
extended, legs straight and pressing, body folded tow to the 
ground. This is followed by more tension and nexion as she 
stands, forms a tunnel, and he slides beneath her legs, gets 
up and does it again and again as she straddles the obstacle 
of his body and crosses the stage. The movements are stark, 
yet beautiful. The dancers seem almost passive, yet intensely 
present. At one point early on in the production, Shoaf leaps 
and Sher-Machherndl grabs her by the waisl stopping her in 
mid air, her body curving around his hands, arms and legs still 
outstretched in the direction she was going. Vertical Migration, 
like other works by choreographer and dancer Sher­
Machherndl, ls a dance about human life where momentum 
shifts, plans change. the simplest moments spawn great 
things, the biggest ldeas collapse into nothing and there are 
ups and downs, fluid Joy and crippling pain. All of this 
compressed into a mere hour on stage set to music equally 
diverse compiled by musician and composer Zoe Keating, a 
contemporary cellist. It's a classical pas de deux re1nvented 
by a native of Vienna now living ln Boulder Colorado whose 
contemporary ballet company is named after a dessert from a 
restaurant menu--Lemon Sponge Cake, 

Framed with the traditional entree, adagio, two variations for 
each dancer, and a coda. Sher-Machherndl's pas de deux Is 
rooted in classical ballet, but inspired by everything from the 

daily news, African dance, and all types of music, lo what is seen on the street, or from the window of an auto. The 
Influence or Pina Bausch ,s also present. The revolutionary Bausch, who died suddenly In June 2009, a mere five days 
after being diagnosed with cancer, became famous In her tater yeals for asking her dancers to mine their own memories 
and experiences as their source of inspiration. Sher-Machhelndl has adopted Bausch's technique when choreographing 
and although he doesn't admit it, he seems equally rnspired by the male-female interaction Iha! was often found in 
Bausch's choreography, 

"It always starts with movement," Sher-Machherndl said when asked how he choreographs a dance. •1n the beginning I 
don't have a story in my head, then while I do it. a theme comes up, but I never discuss the details with my collaborator. 
The main thing is moving together and how it feels. In my head things come up, some things are very tragic, or very 
strong and powerful, but not a whole story. I leave it open lo the person I'm working wfth to do the same. Anything they 
want to bring from the1r private life they can. It comes out strong in a natural way then and the viewer makes up the[r 
own story.' 



Sher-Machherndl is a lithe presence on stage in black tank, 1:Ylack pants, clean shaven head. He's-a mystery. His dance 
movements are natural, almost effortless In contrast to his partner Shoaf who is muscular, tall, technically superb and 
filled with emotion, her race and eyes expressive. Her simple black silk sheath features a twig pattern in gold. And while 
the audience may interpret the life expressed and explored through dance to have significant ups and downs, there are 
few highs and lows in this production, Its not bipolar, but more even-tempered. Y,et there's an odd tension as ff at any 
moment something could snap and the appearance o f  control would be shattere(l. It's a dichotomy. 

I spoke with Sher-Machherndl vfa telephone a week after seeing the performanc1�. 
I asked him what inspired him? What hts mission and purpo.se was as a 
choreographer and dancer? ·1 want to be the best. I want to achieve the best, give 
the best, give rt all." he said, then added that the day to day routine of wortdng in 
the studio and developing a new idea was a struggle. •111s very depressing When 
you're In ft and you don't know what you're doing, but then you look at it from the 
outsfde .... I want lo be different than everybody else, Try to achieve sornethlng 
different. I wanted to make something with two people for an evening, but 110 
matter where I perform or what venue I am very eager to give my besl." 

Trained In classical ballet, Sher-Machhemdl was a principal dancer with the Dutc:h 
National Ballet ,ind Bavarian State Ballet, he was also a member of the 
Nedertands Dance Theater, Salzburg Ballet and Scaplho Ballet. He expressed a 
desire to explore classical ballet technique and "play around with It." 

·1 try not to make any restrictions.. It took me a long time lo .break loose. It's so
engrained in me ... classlcal ballet ... you can do what you want, but its always in
my head: Sher-Machherndl said.

That tensTon between perfectio11 and chaos, between the engrai'ned traditions and 
freedom to express with the body In ways that aren't classifiable, to have a 
dancers toes be lhe focus of movement as they creep across a floor. or to hold a 
pose for what seems like a long time. to hop. to'Siide, to pull, and push. and walk, and run combined with arabesque, 
glissade. releve and plie is evident in Vertical Migration. The desire to be the best and the moments or insecurity when 
one feels less than good and the facade that one utilizes to hold it all together, kEiep it all contained seem to be thematic. 
One of my ravodte parts of the pas de deux is when lhe pair appear to be v1brated across the stage. In the performance I 
saw at the Newman Center for the Performing Arts on the campus of the Univers,ity of Denver. the theatre was a smaller 

black box space. where the audience was elevated above the stage and the 
dancers were so close you could almost reach out and touch them. The lighting 
during this particular section of the danw, formed grids across the floor. It was as 
if the music and lights were palpitating through the dancers' bodies, which shook 
with tremors and pulsing arm gestures while a bluesy voice sang "Take my hand 
Lord all along this tear's Journey won't you take my hand." 

Not long after this, the dance ended as it began, with Sher-Machhemdl dragging 
Shoaf across lhe floor, her standing, attempting lo climb over lhe obstacle of his 
body as he slips along lhe floor beneath her legs. This Is repeated three limes and 
then he dra,gs her once more, He slips along the rloorbeneath her legs again, only 
this time he remarned curled in a fetal position as she continued climbing, 
migraifng to the back corner of the stage Into the darkness. I left the theater 
feeling at once moved and perplexed. Wliat had I just witnessed? What did it 
mean? Everything? Nothing? It pushed buttons. I fell uncomfortable, as ii Sher­
Macherndl had played puppet master pulling my strings, just as he lowered the 
outstretched arm of Shoaf during the darnce. she would reach up he would walk in
circles around her and lower her arm, thi:; too was repealed over and over and at 
one point he even appears to pull her foc,I out from under her causing her to 
collapse. I had been manipulated, but 11'\ad been a willing party to that 
manipulation. ll was sublime. 

To catch a performance or Vertical Migration book a flight to Europe where Sher·Machherndl and Shoaf will perform 1n 
Hets1nki and Vienna in 2011. or watch for possible dance fesUvat appearances of Lr,r,wn Spongr> C,1k<! Cont<u111,11>111ry 
BallP.t, It promises to be sweet, yet tangy, 


























































































