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Britain's choreographers at the top of the tree

Ismene Brown
11 August 2007 - 12:01am
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Two of our most brilliant young choreographers, Henri Oguike and Phoenix
Dance Theatre's Javier De Frutos, are being féted on the global dance scene.
Ismene Brown reports


https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/dance/3667154/Britains-choreographers-at-the-top-of-the-tree.html
https://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/dance/3667154/Britains-choreographers-at-the-top-of-the-tree.html
https://wa.me/?text=https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/dance/3667154/Britains-choreographers-at-the-top-of-the-tree.html
mailto:?to=&body=https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/dance/3667154/Britains-choreographers-at-the-top-of-the-tree.html&subject=Britain's%20choreographers%20at%20the%20top%20of%20the%20tree
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/sport/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/money/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/tools-calculators-hub/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/opinion/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/russia-ukraine-war/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/health-fitness/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/recommended/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/search/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/all-sections/

The dappled green lawns of Massachusetts, the azure allure of the Venetian lagoon -
these are Elysian places in which to find the Cinderella of theatre arts féted like a
queen.

At America's Jacob's Pillow dance festival right now and at the Venice Biennale last
month, modern dance has been laid on with a lavish hand unknown to England, where
such dance is likely to be dumped in urine-stained concrete-jungle theatres.

But this summer something has stirred in the concrete backwoods. America and
Europe have long supplied bespoke dance tailoring to the world, while England has
trailed behind, a late starter having taken up modern dance only in the 1960s, agnostic
about American radical minimalism, not quite sharing the European penchant for
pseudo-philosophy or kookie visual tricks.

However, appearing next week at Jacob's Pillow in Becket, Massachusetts, on a stage
vacated only today by the great Mark Morris, is one of Britain's juiciest young talents.

Not a recognised international name like Russell Maliphant or Wayne McGregor, but a
black Welshman called Henri Oguike. Meanwhile last month, at the Venice Biennale,
the most talked-about company was Leeds's Phoenix Dance Theatre.

Both have a cachet of outsidership - Phoenix as the inner-city "black” company, the
Oguike company as the instrument of a mixed-race lad from Port Talbot. But it would
be wrong to think that race played a facile part in this double success. Rather, it is a sign
of something beyond categorisation about British modern dance.

When Jacob's Pillow director Ella Baff invited Oguike to her festival, she urged
America's discerning public to check out his "very crafted", "very different" dances, and

programmed him challengingly after Morris.

With only days to go, I found Oguike in Deptford's Laban centre twanging with nervous
exhaustion. "At first I was excited but honestly I'm now feeling we're not ready for this."

Oguike's tremors are understandable. He was a disaffected, half-African, half-Welsh
child of a lone parent in an unemployment-shattered steel town, who took his first
contemporary dance lessons in his late teens.

His rich talent burst out almost as soon as he started his own company in 2001 as an
arrestingly elegant 29-year-old former Richard Alston dancer.

His ambitious networking of live music, sophisticated lighting and rhythmically
intricate movement has been constantly praised for the way it marries intellectual craft
with gutsy punch in dances like the visceral Shostakovich Front Line (now a GCSE
dance text), the sexy White Space and the exhilarating dance to taiko drums, Second
Signal (both of which the company will show next week in America).

Now Oguike enters the tricky stage between being an exciting unknown whose every
success is a surprise, and an exciting known, when success is expected. He's meeting it
with a risky new creative strategy that will show fruit after Christmas.

"John Coltrane talked about improvising as being like needing to drift out into deep
waters. I've felt this loop kicking in, like a restraint, and I feel there must be something
out there. I must try to let go of the loop and go out there to see what it is."



Phoenix Dance Theatre started out energetically in deep water, with three black boys
from a Leeds secondary school in 1981, but later hit the shallows of politically correct
agendas.

The choreographer Javier De Frutos, a rampant non-conformist known for work that
stems from his conflicted life as a gay Catholic immigrant from Venezuela, is an
inspired choice as Phoenix's new director this season - not least for the brazen way he
addresses its weaknesses.

Al

"I told my staff on day one, if anyone said 'multicultural’ or 'ethnic', I would fire them,'
he says, relishing the acclaim for Phoenix at Venice last month. "Phoenix is no longer
the 'black' company. This company is going to survive not because it's multicultural,
but due to the quality of the work and the dancing."

Next season, Phoenix will back this up by showing rare dances by the Americans Paul

Taylor and José Limén, and a new off-the-wall De Frutos collaboration with Richard
Thomas, the writer of Jerry Springer - the Opera.

I was secretly reassured by the puzzlement of the Venice dance festival director Ismael
Ivo: international festivals, he said, can't quite put their finger on Britain. "For me,
England fails to make a unique movement of contemporary choreography as, for
instance, I see in Belgium or France. But then England keeps producing surprises,
major names keep coming up."

Or as de Frutos puts it, "In Britain, we choreographers are just a bunch of individuals all
doing our thing. I would probably have been more financially safe somewhere like
Paris, but in London the one thing you get is you don't follow trends, you start a new

one.

e The Henri Oguike Dance Company is at Jacob's Pillow, Mass, from Wed to Aug 19
(jacobspillow.org). Phoenix Dance Theatre's next UK tour launches in November, Henri

Oguike's in January 2008.
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