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Edinburgh reports: oddball master of puppets

Ismene Brown
03 September 2004 - 12:01am
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Ismene Brown reviews Alwin Nikolais at the King's Theatre

A red worm wiggles in the dark - aha, as your eyes adjust you realise it's half a finger,
cunningly lit and reflecting on to an unobtrusive mirror.

Huge cottage loaves float upwards, glowing weirdly in lava-lamp swirls - fancy, it's a

row of bottoms sitting on their reflections.

Experiencing the delusive visions of Alwin Nikolais rapidly becomes a mental finger-
on-the-buzzer quiz - you race to identify the body-parts on parade before another
bunch appear, like a sort of psychedelic synchronised swimming.

Nikolais is the oddball footnote in American modern dance, and the increasingly dance-
poor Edinburgh Festival did well to pick him for a main attraction 11 years after his
death.

When American modern dance was at its most fervently creative in the 1950s, Nikolais

was one of the wackiest around. If neonle found Cunninegham too abstract or
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Graham too emotive, they could enter Nikolais's hallucinatory, ghost-train visions,
where huge pillows became nightmarish spooks, or anonymous bodies could be both
armless and disarming.

Trained as a silent-movie pianist and marionette master, Nikolais fits into that enticing
high-table of uncompromising individualists who still baffle today, such as Conlon
Nancarrow and John Cage.

He fires coloured lights in swirls and polka-dots on to the bulgier bits of the human
body to trick you, sees dancers as mechanical props or a woman as a doll with a broken
neck.

Three famous dances from the 1950s performed admirably by the untiringly selfless
Ririe-Woodbury Dance Company from Utah (a specialist Nikolais company) are more
interesting than the cutesier creations of his old age, but it's easy to see how Nikolais
lost his place.

I'd hoped the experience would have a hand-cranked, period charm as old sci-fi B-
movies do, that the effects still would hold the spark to light your fantasy's touch-paper.

The rather wonderful Tensile Involvement, made 49 years ago, did just that, a futuristic
maypole dance for bright-yellow dancers weaving a storm of ribbons into thrilling
cat's-cradles, or bouncing blankly on the end of them like Martian puppets.

Their slavery to the ribbons, paradoxically, is what turns the rhythmic gymnastics into
a genuine theatrical experience.

Lythic is a strange trifle, faintly mocking Martha Graham with four sphinx-ladies in

stretchy sheath dresses, deploying their arms in amusing Nijinskian hieroglyphs.

But I was disappointed by the animated silver rubber duvet-covers of Noumenon
Mobilus which once terrified a 1953 audience. The men were all too obvious, dutifully
and sweatily stretching the membranes, and it was as hopelessly unbelievable as space
monsters in B-movies.

The wormy wiggles and glowing bottoms of Crucible made it the most striking of the
1980s pieces, but the late works here were cute, kookie things. By the time they were
created, Twyla Tharp, Jerome Robbins and the Cirque du Soleil had definitively stolen
Nikolais's thunder.

e Until Saturday. Tickets: 0131 473 2000
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