Undemeaththe arches

Architecture and dance
combine combine blissfully
as Allen Robertson
marvels at Siobhan Davies's
remarkable newbase

‘I think weshould just begin. That’s how
choreographer Siobhan Davies chose to
kick off the first ever performance in the
stunning main studio of her company’s
new purpose-built home. So, as Davies’s
eight dancers walked into the space, the
christening got underway.

Years in preparation, the Siobhan
Davies Studios complex is located in
Southwark, not far from the Imperial
War Museum. It will instantly become
the envy of every other choreographer in
London. Originally a pair of annexestoa
still-operative Victorian school, the two
buildings have been welded together by
architect Sarah Wigglesworth. She has
donea magnificent job.

Naturallight spillseverywhere. A
floating balcony hovers in the middleof
theentry-area atriumand a new staircase
at the back is hugged by a floor-to-ceiling
glass wall, but Wigglesworth’s panache
for postmodernismalsomeans thatrem-
nants of theoriginal buildings have been
lovingly incorporated. Viewed from
across St George's Road, youseea soaring
hint of the Sydney Opera House wedded to
rock-solid Victorian assurance.

At the top of the building, the main
studio feels open to the skies. This is
thanks to a series of five wave-like sky-
lights augmented by large windows in
both end walls. The play of light is
enhanced by the birchwood which fuses
ceiling and walls into a single sweeping
entity. Look closely and you'll discover
thateach lathisa different lengthand
width from its neighbour. Thisisarchi-
tectureas fineart—roomassculpture.

‘Itwasina very sorry state when we
cameacross it five yearsago,’ says Davies,
‘abandoned. And there had beena fire, but
the foundations were sound - thick
Victorian brick walls —and we immediate-
ly knew that the space would providea big
enough footprint for a wonderful studio.
Moreimportantly, becauseit’s within the
groundsof theschool, it wasn'ta property
developer’s delight.” The previous two
sites Daviesand Wigglesworth had covet-
edin their decade-long search went to
commercial bidders. Third time lucky.

The dance Davies choreographed to
launch her building is ‘In Plain Clothes’.
She’'s much more interested in sensuous
understatement than blatant or trendy
exploitations, so there’s nothing punchy
here. Despite having a pair of just post-
teen children, sheisasfar fromthe MTV
generationas you canget.

Actually, the sombre contemplative
thread that runs through ‘In Plain
Clothes’ eventually turns numbing.
Moment by moment it’s incredibly beau-
tiful but its images have a tendency to
wash out oneanother rather than propel

the dance forward.

Whenever we've put ourselves in
Davies's hands over the past 20 years,
we've been rewarded with sensational
dancing (her company’s dancers collec-
tively wona 70 Live Award in1999).
Thisis exactly what ‘In Plain Clothes’ is
allabout, She wants us to experience her
performers up close and personal: glow-
ing Sarah Warsop, who seems to have
drifted down from some placidly idyllic
planet; the lager-beam focus that drives
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Peri Naderi to the edge of perfection; the
articulate precision of Mariusz
Racznsiki; the symbiotic odd-
couple/Siamese-twin bond that links tall,
soft Henry Montes and brashly resolute
Deborah Saxon.

My favourite moments includea cere-
bral salsa trio (score by Matteo Fargion)
and a duet between Racznsikiand
Tammy Arjona, the only time during the
evening when Davies allows lifts to chan-
nel their way into this piece. ‘In Plain

Clothes’ may notachieve the level of
Davies'siconic dances suchas
‘Wyoming’ or ‘Bank’, but the occasion is
definitely cause for celebration. Even if
youdon’t makeit toa performance (it's
running through May 18), you'll still
havean opportunity to experience the
building during a 3pm touron June 18 as
apartof Architecture Week.

The adventuresome Independent
Dance group isalready using Davies's
space from 10am to 12noon for its daily
classes. Inaddition to the roof-top studio,
thereisa second rehearsal studio, a thera-
py room and mod-con amenities; virtual-
ly everything a professional dancer han-
kersafter, tosay nothing of the local
community and neighbouring schools.

‘I'mnot going to be working in there 18
hoursevery day,’ says Davies, ‘and I don’t
see the point of having this truly wonder-
fulspacestanding empty. I'd loveit tobe
used as more than just a rehearsal space.
I'm hoping we can find ways, monies and
inventions tomake ita meeting ground
for dance. Somewhere we can shift for-
ward the ways we think about what —and
why —we're doing what we do.’

When asked what it feelslike tobea
landlord Davies bursts into laughter.
‘T'venever thought of that. Isuppose it
should bring out the Scrooge in me,
shouldn't it? But 'mstill at the stage
where I'm basking around patting my
beautiful walls.’
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Ongoing (May 10-17)

Billy Elliot - The Musical Vicioria
Palace Theatre. Evenbetter than the movie.
Peter Darling’s choreography and Stephen
Daldry’s directionare seamlessly fused, so
are the two aspirational/confrontational
storylines. See Theatre lislings for details

Chicago Cambridge Thealre. Originally
choreographed by Bob Fosse. Show dancing
doesn't get any slicker than this. See Theatre
listings for details.

Footloose - The Musical Novello
Theatre. Director Karen Bruce's vigorous
choreography vibrates withreductive MTV
enthusiasms. Unless you werearaving
clubber in 1984, when the film was launched,
there’s little to recommend in this blast from
the past. See Theatre listings for delails.

Guys and Dolls Piccadilly Thealre.
Adam Cooperiscurrently starring as Sky
Masterson. Sensational choreography from
Rob Ashford. See Theatre listings for details

% Movin' Out Apollo Victoria, Wilton
Road, SW1V 1LG. © Victoria. Mon, Wed-
Thur, 7.45pm; Fri, 5.30pm, 8.30pm; Sat,
3pm, 7.45pm; Sun, 3pm; L16-£55. W Jul 16.
The show ran on Broadway for more than
three yearsand won Tharpa Tony Award
for best choreography. Set toa string of
Joel's chart-topping songs, it follows the
fates of a group of kids who grew up happy
only tobeslugged in the gut by the Vietnam
War. Tharp’s non-stop choreography is
eclecticand electric.

LAST CHANCE Paco Peiiaand
Company Peacock Thealre, Portugal
Street, WC2A 2HT. 0870 737 0337.
© Holborn. Tue-Sat, 7.30pm; Sat matinee,
2.30pm; £15-£35. »May 13. UK premiere
of ‘A Compas! To the Rhythm’. Legendary
flamenco guitarist Paco Pefia heads a small
company of dancers, singers and musicians.
Thesimple, unadorned staging shapesupas
astring of concentrated servings of music
and dancespread across twoacts. Angel
Muiioz is a pepper-footed, nobly-
proportionedsoloist, while the physically
looser Ramén Martinez whips himself up
intoa fine, funky frenzy. Maria José Franco—
all creased browand fierce looks - joins the
men. Peia’s playing is superb. A highspotis
his sedentary ‘dialogue’ with Charo Espino
on castanets. Allinallanexceptionally well-
balanced gathering of talent.

The Producers Drury Lane Theatre
Royal. Choreographed and directed by
Susan Stroman. Her OTT production
numbersculminate in the infamous bad-
taste-triumphant show-stopper, ‘Springtime
for Hitler’. See Theatre listings for defails.

Sinatra at the London Palladium
London Palladium. The ghostin the machine
is set spinning by fabulous show-biz hoofing
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