
A new spin on Shakespeare

Ismene Brown reviews Rome and Jewels performed by Rennie Harris Puremovement
at the Queen Elizabeth Hall
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HIP HOP is a dance type that's been just waiting to explode into its full potential in
theatre, and Rennie Harris Puremovement's hip hop version of Romeo and Juliet is the
production that shows why.

Rome and Jewels is a brilliantly entertaining, almost scarily exciting evening, as much
about today's America as about 16th-century Verona/Stratford, where cries of
"Whassup?" neatly segue into "Two households, both alike in dignity . . ." Eleven
American dancers, mostly men of ineRable style and staggeringly acrobatic skills, play
the Montagues (aka the "Monster Qs"), who are the hip-hoppers in black, and the
Capulets (aka the "Caps"), who are breakdancers in red.

AWcionados of street dance will know that, despite superWcial resemblances, there are
distinct strands. Crudely put, b-dancers often spend time on their heads spinning or
hitting impossible upended positions with legs casually crossed, while hip-hoppers
stomp aggressively upright and launch into back Xips at hair-raising speed.

The dance on display in this "two-hour traYc" is riveting, non-stop entertainment, with
the additional pleasure of some DJ-ing from Mr Cisum, Evil Tracy and Miz that pushes
the envelope of scratch music way beyond the usual. For scenery there are the
turntables, two chain-link fence panels, and a mesmerising sort of video-graYti mural
that melds urban images and patterns with simultaneous Wlming of the dancing.

But what takes this show beyond just a Wne dance production is its bold, if sometime

foul-mouthed updating of Shakespeare's language and story, and the way it seems to
absorb 400-year-old feelings and expressions eRortlessly into today's black
Philadelphia. Rome's chat-up line to Jewels (whom we never see) is the engaging:"What
are you, sister? A track star?"

That the two eras blend so startlingly well is partly down to the magniWcent
performance by tough little Rodney Mason as Rome. He really does talk Shakespeare as
vividly and naturally as the high-Xown, self-aware, semi-poetic devices of rap. But also
it's the freedom and drive with which Rennie Harris and his creative team throw the
elements together, concerned less with detailed faithfulness to the story than with its
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elements together, concerned less with detailed faithfulness to the story than with its
killer atmosphere and death-obsessed stylishness.

Hip hop verbals and dancing are intensely macho, as spun with manners and
aRectations, as open to false steps and metaphorical slights, as the calculatedly
colourful insults of the original Mercutio and Tybalt. Though two Caps are girls, they
dance and pose like men. Jewels's absence heightens the absence of femaleness in this
boys' zone; she is an idol for whom Rome longs, much as if he's longing to get out of this
man-trap of posturing and self-destruction. When all the men are dead but him, he exits
trembling, banished from what deWned him.

Every broad-minded school studying Romeo and Juliet should book up to see Rome
and Jewels and be thrilled and illuminated. Everyone else should go for no better
reason than to enjoy one of the most oR-beat triumphs in dance-theatre for years.
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