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José Limon: the master of uninhibited drama

By Ismene Brown
24 March 2008 - 12:01am
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The great Mexican dancer and choreographer José Limon's finest works are
being revived. Ismene Brown reports

In Mexico almost a hundred years ago a small boy saw his uncle shot dead in front of
him at breakfast one day, the blood congealing around his head on the floor like a halo.

The Mexican Revolution was raging, but the boy was already troubled by fear, growing
up the eldest of an ever-increasing tribe of children, and he sensed that his mother was
slowly being Killed by her continual pregnancies. When she died, aged only 34,
pregnant for the 12th time, her son blamed his father for her death.

Such dark events scarred José Limo6n, who grew up to become one of America's most
influential modern dancers and choreographers. His style was unusual in being
abstract and yet unmistakably dramatic, saturated with the emotions of outsidership.

His masterpiece, The Moor's Pavane, distils Shakespeare's Othello into a courtly quartet
20 minutes long - a complex world of jealousies and obsessions.

For Britons, Limoén is a shadowy figure, but the colourful and persuasive Javier de
Frutos, artistic director of Leeds-based Phoenix Dance Theatre, wants to change that in
a single night.

Next month at Sadler's Wells, Phoenix performs two of de Frutos's own new creations
alongside Limon's Chaconne and The Moor's Pavane, both 60 years old and using
Baroque music.

This is wonderfully unpredictable, coming from Phoenix. The image of the company,
which started in Leeds in 1981 as a reflection of black inner-city street values, has long
been full-frontally modern, like that of de Frutos himself, to whom the word
"notorious" is usually attached.

His rakish back-catalogue includes the West End hit Cabaret as well as some brilliant,
explicit pieces piled with religion, sex and camp imagery. It is certainly more
characteristic of Phoenix and de Frutos that the other half of their 2008 tour will be a
new collaboration with Richard Thomas, co-creator of Jerry Springer: the Opera
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But de Frutos is in fact mad about the past. As a student in his native Venezuela he
studied with a Limén dancer, and his latest work, Paseillo, a delicious group dance set
to Mozart, incorporated quotations from the Limo6n piece.

He thought it would be interesting to pair the older work with it and see if it evoked the
emotions he remembered. "I wanted my dancers to know about it. That period of
modern dance is very rich - it's where we choreographers come from. And it's
important that people understand that modern dance, too, has classics."

The Moor's Pavane, premiered in 1949, became a ballet classic too, a favourite of Rudolf
Nureyev, who performed it with Erik Bruhn as his Iago - a pairing of ballet divinities
that the work was worthy of.

The chief role's uninhibited drama and majestic elegance reflected Lim6n himself, six
feet tall, an aristocratic grandee with a tough muscular body.

"There is no other male dancer within even comparing distance," said the New York
Times critic in 1949, when he was 41. Images of flamenco and bullfighting were often
read into Limoén's dancing.

In The Moor's Pavane, it was said that he swung his body away and around Iago's
poisonous gestures like a matador dodging the bull. In Chaconne, the epic solo he
created in 1941 to Bach's famous violin piece, the sweeping, magnificent gestures cut
through even the huge stage of London's Coliseum when Mikhail Baryshnikov
unforgettably danced it in 1996.

Early on, Martha Graham tried to poach Limé6n to become her first male dancer, but his
mentor, Graham's rival Doris Humphrey, dissuaded him - Martha would eat him up, she
said.

Instead he became the most persuasive advocate of Humphrey's innovative ideas about
choreography, using the power of group patterns to reveal individual emotions, while
adding his own rich Latin language of gestures.

The variety of people inspired by Limoén speaks volumes about his talent. Dance
theatre's high priestess, Pina Bausch, first resolved to study dance after seeing him
perform. Young British choreographer Wayne McGregor and Merce Cunningham's
longtime dancer Robert Swinston are both Limo6n devotees.

Limon's spare but profound way with emotion touched generation after generation,
and enough of his 90-odd pieces are good enough to ensure that his company survives
long after his death in 1972, in the opulent costumes designed by his wife Pauline
Lawrence.

De Frutos, as a Venezuelan emigrant, finds Limon's style of movement "in some way
very Mexican. There is a sense of flow and connection with the earth, a swinging, off-
balance kind of movement, which is technically hard. It means your centre has to be
very strong for you not to lose control of it.

"There is something very Latin, very passionate about his approach. He wore his heart
on his sleeve. Even when it's not narrative, it is very human."



¢ 'Chaconne' and 'The Moor's Pavane' open at Sadler's Wells, London EC1 (0844 412 4300,

www.sadlerswells.com), April 28 and 29. For full tour details, visit

www.phoenixdancetheatre.co.uk
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