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A star touched by his god

Ismene Brown reviews the Akram Khan Company at the Queen Elizabeth Hall and
Shobana Jeyasingh Company at Greenwich Borough Hall

by Ismene Brown
29 October 2002 - 12:01am
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Into a generally effete British contemporary dance scene, Asian culture injects colour,
bravura and a sense of spiritual urgency, and to see Akram Khan and Shobana
Jeyasingh within the same week in Dance Umbrella promised treats.

Khan is a brilliant young dancer, London-born but raised in the dance of his Bengali
roots, Kathak - a percussive yet sensual style that suits his dazzling mixture of macho
foot speed and honeyed muscular tone. Jeyasingh was a traditional soloist from Madras
in the southern style of Bharata Natyam, who came to London in the 1970s.

Both of them formed companies in which to work out how to take their traditional
styles forward. This is the step that all fine soloists take to get funded, and how I wish it
weren't so automatic. Khan is the most compelling British performer of the past decade
- yet it is because he has such a magnificently intricate vocabulary and momentum that
could never, ever have come from British contemporary dance.
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On his triple bill of recent work, his solo, Loose in Flight, was much the most exciting
because it was just him, blurring in the spotlight, a star who can't help being touched
by his god. Then we sat gloomily through Rush, an abstract work for himselfin first
gear and two dogged dancers who have been taught elementary Kathak, with an
unyielding electronic score by Andy Cowton that made no contact with what Khan
does so fabulously well, which is to make you shiver with pleasure.

Related Rocks is better, made earlier this year to Magnus Lindberg's highly coloured
orchestral piece. Its arrangements of five dancers, owing something to pentagons,
something to the markings of dice, look tighter than they did - and yet There is still a
sense of compromise in the choreography between Khan's lightning capabilities and
the solider qualities of his foreign cohorts. It is far too early for him to stand aside and
submit his ideas to the committees of contemporary style. He must carry on letting rip
with that fighter's body and that poet's soul, and deploy that starry separateness.

Jeyasingh took an acuter route, by hiring only Bharata Natyam dancers, setting the
intricacy of the antique body language against the stylish modern minimalism of her
theatrical ideas. Her new piece, Hinterland, was one of the most intriguing pieces I've
seen - a site-specific creation that transformed the clerkish 1930s interior of the old
Greenwich borough hall with internet links, film screens, live singers and dancers, and
a webcam transmission from Bangalore, giving us the breathtaking sight of a dancer in
red on a white-and-blue tiled balcony in an evidently warm Indian midnight.

Mavin Khoo flashed like a wee golden god through this stunning fantasy milieu -
dwarfed by the images, flitting over high balconies, playing in patterns of light like an
idea running amok.
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