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Masterclass from the Schubert of modern dance Dance Russell
Maliphant & Vincent Sekwati Mantsoe THE PLACE, WCI

By Ismene Brown
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WITH a cornucopia of venues at its service, the Dance Umbrella festival can at last
feature a full range of the art - from the blockbusters such as Mark Morris and William
Forsythe at the large Sadler's Wells Theatre to the choice chamber performers at the
smaller Place. And you may find just as good a time in the little theatre as in the large
one, as two events have proved.

Of that rarely talented band of British choreographers born around 1960, Russell
Maliphant has an extraordinary gift for making dances for private, intimate places.
Whereas with Jonathan Burrows I feel as if I am a rating on an explorer's ship, and with
Michael Clark I tremble while awaiting his next piece of theatrical lateral thinking,
Maliphant is, perhaps, the Schubert of modern dance, a supreme melodist of the body.

His latest, brilliantly constructed programme of four new and recent dances moved
from a heartstopping female solo, to a hard-working male duet, to a wary trio in its first
half - preparatory material that led you by highways and byways towards the
culminating 25-minute male-female duet, Sheer, his latest work, after the interval.

From his ballet training he learned the control of small parts of the body within a great
line, which he then deepened and added to through his interest in oriental martial arts
and their mental disciplines. He dances still, compellingly, at 40, his shiny, shaven head
always leading the rest of his body, in an assertive manner that you only see in a
choreographer dancing his own work.

His partner and wife, Dana Fouras, also came from ballet, but by contrast her
movement wells up from under her ribcage, her head reacting to the impulse in a
peculiarly dramatic way - sometimes lolling ecstatically as her torso thrusts, sometimes
alertly picking up signals when the rest of her is still. Her virtuosic performance of
Two, the opening solo, reveals the almost frightening power and speed of her arms.

The contrast of the couple as dancers intensifies and multiplies the layers of mood and
effects in Sheer. Maybe there's private, domestic material in this hugely tender, modern
pas de deux; certainly Michael Hulls's ravishing lighting and Sarah Sarhandi's mix of
still droplets of sound and faint harpsichord minuets colour the dance with lush
melancholy and occasional apprehensiveness. Still, it's the formal beauty that is
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overwhelming, the innovation of a pas de deux that is a wholehearted, velvety give-
and-take between two people.

Another Dance Umbrella event, also at the Place, featured the South African solo
dancer Vincent Sekwati Mantsoe, invited to take part to show why he is becoming
increasingly acclaimed. Although he dances in African style, drawing on tribal religion
and folkloric symbols, his three solos revealed a dancer with the charisma to absorb his
audience into his unfamiliar material.

If the first solo was too packed with effects and the second felt too extended, the final
one, Motswa Hole (subtitled Person from Far Away) was a riveting experience. Yelping,
grinning, frog-leaping, splashing water liberally over himself and the stage, he
paradoxically seemed to have turned the stage into his world, and it was we, the
audience, who seemed the persons from far away. But no soloist, however dazzling, can
really hold the stage for a whole night by himself.

Dance Umbrella runs until Nov 10. Information: +44: 208 741 5881
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