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Sex and helicopters

Ismene Brown reviews The Rite of Spring performed by the Ballet Preljocaj at Sadler's
Wells

02 May 2002 - 12:01am
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WITH his training in classical ballet and Merce Cunningham, Angelin Preljocaj owns an
expressive vocabulary potentially far richer than that of many modern choreographers.
With his personal background as the child of Albanian immigrants to France, he carries
an imaginative baggage full of fabulous possibilities. At his best, as his company has
shown at Sadler's Wells over the years, Preljocaj has an acute talent for dissecting the
sexual behaviour of men and women to memorable effect.

So I had high expectations of his response to Stravinsky's masterly, atavistic ballet
score, The Rite of Spring. Here, probably, Preljocaj would find some sharp points to
make.

When he links his theme that sex invites violence with a specific dance idiom - the
double-edged wedding dances of Noces, the quasi-courtliness of Romeo et Juliette, or
the erotic symbolism of Le Parc - the triple echo of music, movement and dramatic
content can rebound around one's mind for weeks. But both The Rite of Spring and its
companion piece, Helikopter, created together last year, suggest that Preljocaj got too
diverted by loud concepts to remember to make physically interesting movement.

The world premiere in 1995 of Stockhausen's Helikopter quartet required four
helicopters provided by the Austrian army to fly overhead while four string-players
scrubbed away in the din.

The mighty Sadler's Wells sound system ensures that you experience the authentic pain
of helicopters whirring just above you. The noise is complemented by dazzling lighting

effects on the floor, and a giant mirror behind that gives you a helicopter-eye view of
the six dancers.

Marvellous effects issue from their feet, like clustering magnetic auras or eddies of
water - but their moves are unremarkable, dull, as if Preljocaj was determined to show
them as worker ants leaving no more trace in the stream of life than a momentary
ripple.

The Rite of Spring sets out to be a lovers' picnic on a grassy knoll that is to be broken up
into six green beds, on which our six couples will re-enact the frightful ritual of
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violence and numb acquiescence that is sex (for Preljocaj's purposes). The girls begin by
pulling down their pants - which makes the opening bassoon call sound funny rather
than weird. The boys pounce; chases and rapes follow. It climaxes with a woman being
stripped naked and gyrating exhaustingly at the centre of the group. But this, like
everything else in it, seems predictable and even unskilful, surprising coming from
Preljocaj.

e Until Sat, tickets: 020 7863 8000. Dome, Brighton (01273 709709), Tues-Wed.
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