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Ismene Brown reviews the Rambert Dance Company at New Theatre Oxford

In Antony Tudor's 1938 The Judgment of Paris, the three goddesses in the beauty
parade are hookers and the golden apple that is the prize in the myth becomes a pocket
watch. And so, as Rambert mines its historic back catalogue, must old ballets compete
with new ones for time's verdict.

Sadly, it was clear from the company's attempt to revive this odd theatrical sketch why
it is rarely done. Dancers and audiences are now tuned into the abstract physical
clarities of modern ballet, and have lost the taste and touch for pieces that are slight in
steps but heavy in character.

Tudor, one of Marie Rambert's two finest choreographers (the other being Frederick
Ashton), had a watershed year in 1937, and Rambert's new programme intends to
celebrate this. It's a sign of Tudor's range (and that of the theatre then) that after making
his lyrical masterpiece for Rambert - Dark Elegies, a searing village lament for lost
children - he broke away to produce, among other experiments, Judgment, inspired by
Kurt Weill's Threepenny Opera.

In a picturesquely lurid boite de nuit, three bone-weary prostitutes, a pianist and the
world's most slatternly waiter wait for someone to come. The drunk who does is treated
to three bitterly hackneyed solos and robbed of his gold watch. Originally the robustly
built little Agnes de Mille was Venus, who squeezes herself through little hula hoops,

and it was then believable that the veteran Minerva would fail to achieve the splits. But
at Oxford's New Theatre, Rambert's dancers were too physically superb and not
dramatically versatile enough to remake themselves as lumpy, dumpy rumpy-pumpy
fodder. Weill's songs, bashed out by a seedy pianist in white tails, sound acid as hell and
sleazy as a sweaty mattress; leaden silences and bitterly amused resignation are what
the "goddesses" should transmit, even if they can't do sagging flesh.
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Out of step with Tudor's world

The elevated Dark Elegies was also having an off-performance. Part of the problem was
the choice of baritone Damian Thantrey, sounding out of his vocal depth in Mahler's
demanding Kindertotenlieder songs. But again, reaching back into Tudor's world is an
emotional commitment; the modernness of his choreography for his plain, grieving
village community lay in how honest it looked, a dateless quality. Ana Lujan Sanchez, as
the first bereaved mother, was a little engine of powerful sorrow, but Cameron
McMillan and Simon Cooper flailed out the fathers' solos indeterminately.

The company took with almost palpable relief to the modern works, a soft-focus,
apprentice ensemble in pale blue, Momenta, by dancer Mikaela Polley, and Michael
Clark's Swamp, which looks more and more like a masterpiece. Here is the other side of
the notorious Clark - dancers in brown and green bodystockings poised in crystalline
shapes, slowly revolving as if suspended on mobiles over a gentle pulsing rock score.
Here is an aesthetic artist up there with Merce Cunningham and Marius Petipa, a
creator of the most pellucid body sculpture, and Rambert at last looked at the top of
their game, with Amy Hollingsworth and Angela Towler outstandingly pure and strong
in line.

¢ Until Sat (0870 606 3500), and Sadler's Wells, May 24-28 (0870 737 7737)
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