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Drawn into darkness

Ismene Brown reviews the Akram Khan Company with Nitin Sawhney and Anish
Kapoor at the Queen Elizabeth Hall

Ismene Brown
14 May 2002 - 12:01am
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WITH his burning talents - his brilliance of movement, his acute musical sensitivity,
and his questing mind - Akram Khan has, at only 27, become a comet on the horizon not
just of dance but of the arts generally. For Kaash, his first "full-length" piece (at 55
minutes), he has been able to call upon the Turner Prize-winning sculptor Anish
Kapoor and the Mercury Prize-winning composer Nitin Sawhney as partners on it.

And the theme is enormous, a meditation on the Hindu god Shiva, creator and
destroyer, who is not represented but is overwhelmingly present in the concept -
though treated very differently by all three.

The result is worthy of the attempt - epic, deeply focused and grandly beautiful, despite
a spindly bit in the middle. Its overwhelming feature is Kapoor's awesome backcloth, a
sort of window on to blackness, its white edges blurring into the dark, as if light were
being sucked away into infinity. Despite the decorative patternings of lighting on the
floor in front of it, the washes of red or deep blue light cast periodically upon it, the
blackness is utterly magnetic, a force so powerful that you realise you must make the
moral choice either to confront it or turn your back on it, if you can.

A lone man stands contemplating this black hole in silence while we take our seats; he
will eventually surrender to it in the piece's heart-stopping last gesture, the human
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brackets as it were around the abstract, kinetic experience of the rest. Sawhney and
Khan respond to this magnetic force at first with an explosive attack, Sawhney
unleashing volleys of percussion, Khan leading the five dancers in a hail of fierce jabs,
stabs and digs at the ground.

This opening part is thrilling, with solos highlighting the individuals - pugnacious
Shanell Winlock, razor-edged Inn Pang Ooi, the voluptuous-armed Moya Michael and
delicate Rachel Krische. And yet it is very hard to drag one's eyes from Khan himself, as
inexorably attractive as the black hole. How is it that he makes a simple move look so
complex?

The beats and thunderclaps evolve into reverberations and echoes, from cause into
consequence, but Sawhney spoils the brew by introducing voices asking "if" questions,
large ones about existence next to little ones about shopping, irritating and silly. Khan's
efforts to break the dance down into slow-motion fragments are more compelling,
feeling their way, and, as the light sinks into darker and darker blue, one feels one is
being taken very far away from land.

It takes a little while to feel anchored again, but Khan does it in an electric solo
including some unbelievable spins, and a swaying, spinning finale of absorbing
organisation. The last gestures by Inn Pang Ooi, offering himself to the black hole,
casting away the indecisiveness of "if", begging Shiva to possess him, strike one's heart
like hammer blows.
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