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What’s come up “Off the Floor” at Tulsa Ballet’s Studio K theater is perhaps the strongest 

collection of world premiere ballets the company has presented as part of its 

“Creations” series. 

 

This year’s program includes works by Tulsa Ballet resident choreographer Ma Cong, 

along with Nicolo Fonte, whose works are performed by many of the world’s top dance 

companies, and the multiple award-winning Matthew Neenan, co-founder of BalletX. 

 

All three ballets are highly abstract — only Fonte’s piece hints at some deeper, more 

narrative concept, but they are only hints. But each choreographer uses that 

abstraction to achieve very different, very distinct results. And those results are 

captivating. 

 

Cong’s “Juxtaposed” opens the evening, and it is at once his most abstract and his 

most personal ballet ever. Set to a score of esoteric, percussive, at times oppressive 

contemporary music, this ballet looks like nothing Cong has done before. 

 

There is hardly a conventional, classically influenced step in the entire piece, as Cong’s 

choreography has the 10 dancers engage in rapid angular, acrobatic movement that 

manages to be as lyrical as it is contortive. 

 

Bodies twist into impossible poses, arms whirl and snap with aggressive, expressive 

grace, off-balance turns and gravity-defying lifts abound — with it all coming together 

in duet between Chelsea Keefer and Joshua A. Stayton that startling in its physical 

daring and inventiveness. 

 

Cong has created a number of fine ballets in the past, but “Juxtaposition” is, I think, the 

first ballet that is truly and completely his — the influences of the past absorbed and 

transformed into a completely new and personal vocabulary. 

 

Neenan’s “The Fullest Recreation,” which follows Cong’s work, is at first blush surprisingly 

conventional — classical music for its score (Dvorak’s String Quartet No. 9), an opening 

few moments that include a number of neo-classical tropes so familiar as to be cliched. 

It is not long, however, before one realizes that Neenan is sending up these cliches with 

gentle but pointedly subversive humor, from punctuating musical phrases with odd little 

shrugs and twitches to having a line of dancers appearing to collapse like dominos as 

they rearrange themselves in a circle. 

 

This is a bright, clever work, its physical demands not quite as showy but still substantial, 

and highlighted by a marvelous duet between Sofia Menteguiaga and Hyonjun Rhee. 
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Closing out the evening is Fonte’s “Axis Mundi.” A long strip of cloth plays a literally 

pivotal role in this ballet, as it is turned, often with a dancer poised on it, as scenes 

change in the ballet. 

 

Is this the “axis” of the title? Maybe, maybe not. But if there is a meaning to this ballet, it 

is about the difficulty of connection. The duet between Menteguiaga and Rhee that is 

the second movement is almost a contest, a battle for dominance that only ends when 

Menteguiaga, in apparent triumph, begins to walk off stage — and Rhee grasps her 

ankle in a tentative, beseeching way. 

 

It’s a gesture that will be repeated at the end, this time at the climax of Rodrigo 

Hermesmeyer’s bravura final solo. And each time, it drew gasps of surprise from the 

audience — that simple reaching out, in the midst of Fonte’s feverishly fast 

choreography and the inexorable tension it creates, because a real catharsis. 


