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The strange power of memory

Ismene Brown reviews an insinuatingly strange trilogy from Cullberg Ballet at the
Barbican and Romeo and Juliet by the English National Ballet/Albert Hall

By Ismene Brown
18 June 2001 -12:00am
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A WALL, an opening, your mother glimpsed running behind it, gone too quickly to tell
whether she's worried for you or pursuing some other object of love. A piercing
vignette from the dream-dances of Mats EK, performed by the Cullberg Ballet in an
insinuatingly strange trilogy of short works that - after his lame-duck Swan Lake -

showed the Swedish choreographer as one of today's most acutely original talents.

Memory is the theme and EK's precise images set your imagination whirling. All three
works centre on a barrier, with music by Gorecki, Part, or Swedish folk music that is
sad and slightly peculiar. In Pointless Pastures, a vicious metal fence suggests jail, or at
least a gruelling agricultural life where men express their upset at their powerlessness
by oinking and baa-ing, while the women skip in funny little chess-piece hats as if more
accepting of the rules. In a haunting finish they all escape, we hope, swimming across a
dusty blue carpet.

In the great duet Solo for Two, the oversized wall and staircase seem to symbolise the
man's nursery fantasies about his fascinating mother/lover - a giant personality in the
shape of the magnificent Talia Paz. She changes his clothes, yet she needs him to nurse
her too. Their passions are big, painful and confusing. This has evolved into one of
those ballets that rips open the subconscious like lightning shattering a tree.

A Sort Of . . . probes a more public conscience, with a Berlin Wall over which balloons
fly and are burst, like the little people holding them. The childish props give the horrid
associations an unpleasant twist. A central couple - she Jewish, he Aryan - waver

through a suspicious, needy affair to a climax with a pink water-pistol.

EK's dance language goes at a racing pace, which Cullberg's fine dancers make look easy
- bodies tilting and jack-knifing dangerously, bare feet stamping, stopping to scratch
their bums or blow their noses. It's stimulating to look at and think about.

English National Ballet's Romeo and Juliet could not be more contrasted - a big, vivid,
simplified expression of a tortuous affair. This is the best of Derek Deane's arena ballets,
and deserves a long life, beautifully set in olden Italy by Roberta Guidi di Bagno
(mouthwatering velvets, craggy stone portals) yet giving its own current-affairs zip to
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the story.

With characters rushing past your seat and ENB's eager dancers sometimes obscuring
your view, you could be a passer-by chancing on a real-life situation, and you crane to
see what's happening. Powerful performances - by Agnes Oaks and Thomas Edur as the
lovers, Yat Sen Chang (Mercutio) and Shi-Ning Liu (Tybalt) - made this an enjoyable
evening. It lacks genuine tragic weight, but then so do all ballet Romeo and Juliets.

e ENB's 'Romeo and Juliet' is at the Albert Hall until June 23. Tickets: 020 7589 8212
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