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DANCE REVIEW; Close to the Floor, Constantly Transforming 

By ANNA KISSELGOFF 

Rare is the choreographer who can say a great deal with very little. The Danish dancer and choreographer Kitt Johnson combines her interest in Japanese Butoh dance and its German Expressionist antecedents in darkly poetic images of physical and emotional states. 

Her solo, ''The Mirror,'' presented by the Danspace Project at St. Mark's Church on Saturday night, could be seen merely as a parable about birth and death, youth and age. That would be misleading; the journey between the two points is rich in surprises. 

At the start, Ms. Johnson was barely discernible as a veiled clump in black fabric. Finding uneasy release as she moved through transformations of her body and face, she shrank at the end of an hour into a seemingly neckless, stunted figure. 

With her masklike face, loose costume and fondness for keeping close to the floor, Ms. Johnson recalled photographs of the German modern dance pioneer Mary Wigman in her ''Witch Dance.'' German Expressionism, however, had no corner on plumbing the darkness of the soul. Ms. Johnson knows how to fashion something original out of Expressionism's distortions of the body. Butoh's nuanced control, especially in deepening expressions of the facial muscles, and its emphasis on transformations of body shapes serve her well. 

Metamorphosis is both a tool and a theme here, a metaphor for changing emotions, as visualized in movement that changes imperceptibly or shifts dramatically. 

Sture Ericson, a composer who works regularly with X-act, Ms. Johnson's company in Denmark, begins ''The Mirror'' with a rush of sound. Mogens Kjempff's lighting slowly reveals the veiled figure who sits on the floor, knees up or crossed. Revealing her legs from the knees down, she moves sideways and curls her splayed fingers in front of her veil before manipulating the hood on her head. 

Standing in a plié, Ms. Johnson also reveals a ghostly white face with closed eyes that eventually open. A whirling sound sends her to the floor, a dislocated mass with one leg raised. The all-purpose costume, designed by Charlotte Ostergaard, changes as well. Podlike when Ms. Johnson stands, it opens up to reveal a shirred top with a very short bouffant skirt that unfurls into a very long dress. The skirt is manipulated through a dance that expands in space. The plantlike fingers move in front of the face, but this time the sound resembles glass crashing to the floor and accompanies a preening woman who moves into more impulsive phrases. 

As the music increases in clangor, there is a visionary image. Bathed in a golden light in the altar area of St. Mark's, Ms. Johnson evokes an enlightened ideal before compressing her body into shriveled mortality: an intense dance, intensely performed. 

