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Jonathan Burrows's Stop Quartet, review
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Burrows is baffling, brain-hurting - and brilliant, says Ismene Brown

It takes a really good mind to write nonsense language with a true life of its own. This is
what makes Jonathan Burrows the greatest, most entertaining experimenter in British
dance - the former Royal Ballet character star who understands ballet language so well
that he can disassemble its components and reconnect them into something absolutely
new.

The joy of seeing his astonishing Stop Quartet once more, as fresh as paint 12 years after
its invention, is all the more complete from its being performed in the basement of his
old home, the Royal Opera House. Stop, I think, was Burrows's operative word; if you
"stop" doing ballet, stop following its long phrases and tailored seams from eyes to
fingers, from rib to pointed foot, what can you now do? And is it going to be interesting
and amusing to watch?

Yes, in spades. Stop Quartet is a scherzo of brain-hurting complexity, a constantly
surprising jiggery-pokery of mad walks and games that mostly isn't a quartet at all but a
competitive duet between Burrows (now 4:8 and slightly paunchy) and his old sparring
partner, the lanky Henry Montes.

Two others look in at the end (the 45 minutes speed by), but I fancy the real quartet is
between Burrows and Montes, the wonderfully batty music (by Kevin Volans and
Matteo Fargion) and the cool, beautiful lighting plan (Michael Hulls).

Hulls's floor is a ravishing grid of intersecting light bars, like illuminated piano keys,
complementing the toppling pile of piano notes from the speakers that hint at that
vaudeville staple, the beery piano at the side of the stage. These music-hall associations
can't be helped when you study the two men: wearing grotty T-shirts and stomping
about with stiff legs, they look with every step as if they're falling over their own feet.

Like a disputatious pair of Steptoes, they dog each other's moves, finishing each other's
sentences. There are thousands of rapid steps here, apparently entirely illogically
connected. The men soft-shoe-shuffle in hemiolas, Montes in 6/8 time, Burrows in 4/4,
or launch into a foxtrot rhythm that turns into some kind of flamenco arrhythmia.

Burrows has mastered a skill of disconnecting his lower and upper bodies by a


https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/3562595/Jonathan-Burrowss-Stop-Quartet-review.html
https://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/3562595/Jonathan-Burrowss-Stop-Quartet-review.html
https://wa.me/?text=https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/3562595/Jonathan-Burrowss-Stop-Quartet-review.html
mailto:?to=&body=https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/3562595/Jonathan-Burrowss-Stop-Quartet-review.html&subject=Jonathan%20Burrows's%20Stop%20Quartet,%20review
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/

fractional amount, syncopating his own body. Montes, and the later arrivals, Ragnhild
Olsen and Andros Zins-Browne, all being taller, show a slight font-smoothing effect as
they perm these odd moves through their longer muscle fibres.

Baffling, virtuosically awkward, constantly challenging, but most of all sheer, against-
the-odds charming, the Stop Quartet is an absolute tonic. Surely this can't be its final

outing?
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