
I ran into lighting designer Thomas Dunn in
Williamsburg, Brooklyn. He suggested I see
the dance he’d designed, Wally Cardona and
Jennifer Lacey’s Tool is Loot, at the Kitchen. I’ve
danced and watched dance my entire life. It
makes me feel at home. I’d just moved back to
Williamsburg, and I was feeling a little lost.
So I went.

The performance began with Lacey prac-
ticing stillness, folding her long thighs into
her chest, stretching her body into elegant
lines and shapes. She was like the white fold-
ing chair, the only object in that black ware-
house space. In voiceover, the chair was de-
scribed in detail. Or maybe it was Lacey being
described. 

Other sounds were audible too, quiet at first,
single instruments calling out, brass. It was a
gorgeous score, by Jonathan Bepler. Lacey was
strong and limber, and it was exciting when
she cut across the stage on the diagonal, away
from center, where much of the work was po-
sitioned. Maybe she was recognizing a need,
the condition for design, as she discussed lat-
er in the piece, recalling Eames. 

Cardona danced a solo. He was like a silent
film actor: hands fluttering and waving, eyes
large, mouth mustachioed and expressive. It
was lush. Afterward, we heard a recording of
a Chinese story about a prince and his sexual
awakening. The audience experienced the log-
ic of the choreographic design: two odd things
put together, like Lacey and Cardona them-
selves.

The two dancers shared the stage at the end
of the seventy-minute work. Cardona and
Lacey attempted balancing sequences, took
hands, walked off. The lights came up, and the
upstage curtain opened slowly to reveal a large
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white screen. A light show began. There were
images from the Chinese story: the moon –
vaguely sexual – and stars. There was color,
too: the screen became a pale pink Rothko. The
images were timed with the music, and then,
suddenly, the show was over, the house lights
came up, and the audience sat staring, not sure
how to respond. They knew they needed to.
They clapped.

I wrote to Dunn and met him at Variety Cafe,
in Williamsburg. The cafe’s name is borrowed
from the former tenants; white letters over
the storefront still read “Cho’s Variety.” We
were wedged against a white wall. The early
afternoon light came in through the windows
and lit the objects on the table: white coffee
cups and saucers, my black notebook and pen-
cil.

“I tried to find out what was essential about
the idea,” Dunn said. “The ideas in the piece
belong to someone or something else – found
objects.” Over a period of a year, Cardona, in
New York, and Lacey, in Paris, had solicited
opinions about dance and choreography from
various nondancers, “experts” they called
them: a Baroque opera singer, a film editor, a
social activist, a medical supply salesman. 

Dunn described the upstage curtain as a
kind of found object, a “gateway,” a stand-in
for the wall at the Joyce SoHo, where the artists
worked during a residency. “The vocabulary
is a room, a fully lit room,” Dunn said about
the performance space. “We’re actually just in
a room, not a statement of a room.” 

The dance’s ending belongs to Dunn. The
light show feels like a climax, the result of
Lacey and Cardona coming together. It recalls
the pairing of odd things, like the Chinese sto-
ry and Cardona’s solo. “There is a universal
truth,” Dunn said before leaving. “You can’t
escape aesthetics.” 

I wondered if expert knowledge was a way
of controlling information, holding onto pow-
er. And I wondered what I was looking for. It
wasn’t only the performance that intrigued
me.

I met Cardona a few days later at S’Nice, a
vegetarian cafe in the West Village. Dancers

are there often, coming from and going to the
old Cunningham studio. Cardona arrived car-
rying a backpack, clutching a bike helmet to
his navy hoody, a dog’s face silk-screened on
the front. He’s tall and long and handsome. He
stretched his legs out under the table and ate
broccoli salad. 

Cardona grew up in Torrance and Palo Alto,
California. He also lived in Albuquerque, New
Mexico, where his father worked, designing
aircraft “for the future,” Cardona told me. “His
job was to figure out what the government
might need.” Cardona’s mother was a home-
maker. He recalled her sewing his gymnastics
costumes. She died when Cardona was nine
years old.

He started dancing when he was nineteen.
A friend took him to a ballet class in “some
guy’s garage and it clicked.” He started taking
ballet class wherever he could and moved to
San Francisco. “I learned ballet with little girls.
I was some nineteen-year-old hairy dude just
figuring it out. I felt like a bull in a china shop.
I started to understand it as a system. It’s like
breaking a code. Aesthetics was playing a role.
That was new for me. I had taken gymnastics,
and aesthetics were built in. 

“But with ballet, I was in this place of the
outside going in, engaging in that way of look-
ing at things. It was totally based on replica-
tion, and it was totally turning me on physi-
cally. I was taking morning class at the Danc -
er’s Stage. Martine van Hamel would be in the
class, and I knew to get out of her way.”

Cardona began classes with Nurit Cohen, in
Palo Alto. She taught ballet, modern, and im-
provisation – and she let him choreograph.
“She said, ‘I’m going to teach you everything
you need to know.’ She would shape the class
around what I needed to learn. I learned the
Graham syllabus and some Limón. She was the
one who told me to go to New York. She had
been there. I was knocked over when I got into
Juilliard. My early ideas about dance were that
it was all about attaining those codes, some-
thing that exists already. It was years before
I began to understand other ways of training
and developing one’s skill in a way that is not
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fundamentally based on muscular repetition
or patterning.”

He paused. His eyes moved from side to side,
like the silent movie actor I’d imagined him in
his solo. I asked about his work process. “I have
no typical way of making work now. There
was a way many years ago – from what I ac-
quired from other people. Now I don’t have a
clue. I initiate something that can create it’s
own system. I can fantasize about where a
work is going to go. But it’s just as important
to let go of some of those fantasies.”

One of Cardona’s “experts” inspired the
choreographic process for Tool. The expert, a
social activist and sound artist, practiced en-
gaging in and listening to dialogue and dis-
cussing what exactly was heard. Cardona and
Lacey were taken by the idea and tried it out
with each other. “I’m a pretty good observer.
And I think I’m pretty good at noticing all of
the parts of an experience. I spend a lot of time
practicing looking, doing, and talking about
experiences. We all hear differently. I was in-
terested in, What do you hear and what do you
see? The things that were most compelling
were the things that were most horrifying to
do.”

Another of the experts, an architect, want-
ed him to dance to poetry. Cardona was read-
ing Shakespeare. “I can’t be this poem! But it
was a great game. Jennifer pulled out a book
of erotic Chinese poetry, and we started try-
ing that: talking, recording, listening, danc-
ing. My assistant, Francis, and I went back 
and forth talking and listening and noticing,

doing descriptive analysis of what we’d see.
“We went further with it. People would do

what they’d just heard. There was a huge
amount of editing and selecting. One proce-
dure led to another. There was not a lot of head
banging about it. There were not drastic re-
arrangings. The shape of it became apparent
very early on.” The ending of the dance was
Wally’s description and Jennifer’s interpreta-
tion of Genesis. “The initiation was found. But
we selected.”

Cardona and Lacey met when Cardona was
dancing for Ralph Lemon and Lacey for Randy
Warshaw. “We did one improv together at St.
Mark’s Church. We had a clear picture, mem-
ory, of each other.” They saw each other again
in Moscow, years later, while teaching. Wally
wrote to Jennifer, “I totally don’t get you. I feel
like some low-lying creature and have looked
up and seen some bright creature flying in the
air.”

I asked what expertise does. “There is ex-
pertise of intellectual knowledge. I think of
Joseph Campbell, something he said about
knowing a lot about religion but he’d have to
be a deep practitioner to experience it. He was
an expert but not the same as a Buddhist monk.
To go really deeply into a subject, I’m conscious
of how limiting it can be. You’ll know a lot
about something, but not a lot about other
things.”

Writing about dance – as much as making
dance or performing it – claims expertise. And
expertise is comforting when you feel lost in
your own neighborhood.
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