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JONATHAN BURROWS

.onathan Burrows has developed a move-
—:nt language with little emphasis given

theatrical components, its focus being
: ected instead towards the detail of move-
—:nt itsell. His works are characterized
. a range of movement material that is
.zrarently very far [rom the classical ballet
-zning of the choreographer. and thercfore
<+ very different from the work ol his
.~temporary at the Roval Ballet School.
~chael Clark. Hallmarks include encrgy
=72 attack, even — perhaps especially — in
z: context of small details. dramatic
:~itions in rhythms and speed. and the
2oz of stillness. developed turthest in The

= Quartet (1996). Structurally. Burrow’s
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choreography shows a clarity of overall
shape. which is made interesting and even
surprising by small deviations and shifts of
focus. Focus. indecd. 1s one of his central
concerns: the focus of onc dancer on
another, in particular. is key in many
works. especially duets. which show how the
issue of communication between people -
or lack of it — can be a powerful theme
for dance.

Burrows's background is in classical
ballet. and. at the Junior School of the Royal
Ballet School. where he was trained. Morris
dancing was also taught. This latter form
js one occasionally referred to by critics.
and indced by Burrows himself. as a poss-
ible influence on his stvle. although 1t 1s
less apparent in more recent works. As a
chorcographer. he made some carly works
for Sadler's Wells Royal Ballet and the
Royal Ballet Chorcographic Group before
striking out on his own with a few dancers
to form the Jonathan Burrows Group. He
danced for a while with Rosemary Butcher.
and she has spoken of Burrows's inherent
ability to attend to detail and precision —
to work. as it were. in a small way. The
influcnce of Butcher is evident occasionally
in The Siop Quarrer. with its relaxed quality
of “flung” gestures and low centre of
gravity.

Whilc making experimental work at the
Riverside Studios. Hammersmith. carly in
his carcer. Burrows was exposed 1o various
manifestations of New Dance. and he has
since acknowledged the influence of Steve
Paxton. among others. He has also expressed
admiration for Bronislava Nijinska (specifi-
cally  Les Noces). David Gordon. and
Lucinda Childs. It is interesting to consider
possible reflections of these practitioners’
stvles in Burrows’s choreography: the pared-
down. minimal approach of Childs. for
example. might find parallel in Burrows’s
abstraction of movement ideas or in the
importance he gives to clear rhythmic
manipulation. albeit in a very different way.
In both we sce the potential of tiny detall
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1o become germane to the development of
a dance idea. David Gordon’s quirky sensc
of humour and interest in the foibles of the
individual human being find echoes in the
strange. evocative. sometimes very witty
gesturcs, poses. and movements that are
sprinkled throughout Burrows's work. The
influcnces of Steve Paxton and contact
improvisation - the partner work, taking
weight, taking risks. trusting and having to
trust people - arc also apparent  as
contributing features. At the same time.
however. it is also clear that Burrows
possesses a distinctive choreographic "voice’
in his assimilation and transformation of
such influences and ideas. he is able to
manipwate those ideas in an original way
for cach different work.

The critic Judith Mackrell has described
aspects of Burrows style as emanating
from the influences of {olk-dance. classicism.
and. more weighted. “postmodern’ move-
ment. Burrows himself. in speaking about
the process of choreography. mentions the
use of so-called ‘images” in dancemaking.
relating the process and effectivencss Lo
homcopathy and thereby illustrating his
commitment to a concept ol abstraction:

You start with a 100 per cent solution
which would be say 100 per cent image
... Then. as in homeopathy. you dilute it
by onc hundred times — the actual solu-
tion gets weaker but the potency gets
stronger. So once the images were found.
the idea was to dilute it by concentrating
morc and morc on the physical sense of
it and letting go more and more of the
emotional sense of it. Thereby producing
something which was less confrontational.
demanding and therefore more
powerful.’

Jess

Various points Burrows makes. and the
ideas he scems to be dealing with. suggest
the need for a different approach to cach
work. according to its demands. and point
to his notion of refining and paring down
images and movements so that the emotional

impulse can be totally removed and the
movement freed to speak for itself. What is
intcresting is Burrows’s absorption with the
materials of dance itself, and his belief in
dance’s ability to be relevant to and cxpres-
sive of the human condition without the
trappings of theatre. lighting (although this
aspect has become increasingly important
in his work), costume. thematic develop-
ment. or “issues’. Instead. he puts all those
elements on one side in order to focus on
what might be described as the unique distin-
guishing teatures of dancc per se. Burrows’s
classical background is cvident in the versa-
tility. strength. and physical understanding
of movement for its own sake that under-
pins his work, perhaps cven when it is least
“classical’ — as in Very (1992). for cxample.
which is non-balletic and often pedestrian in
appearance. Ballet is evident also in the tight
structural clarity of Burrows’s work.
Edward Thorp. however, writes:

Burrows’ widc-ranging chorcographic con-
ceptions have nothing in them that is
recognisably classical. cxcept that the
dancers’ balletic training has given them
the agility, suppleness. balance. control
and stamina that his works dcmand.
He wuses many everyday, naturalistic
movements. poses and gestures that arc
recognisable as common body-language.
supercharged with a strange assortment ot
sudden stampings. falls, twists. flurries and
angled [imbs together with deliberately
awkward lifts - humping sacks comes to
mind — and moments of stasis, very often
in a prone position, to creale an elaborate
dance structure that is continually fasci-
nating to watch cven without trying te
imposc narrative idcas upon it.”

In Burrows's work. then, it is possible (¢
perceive invention and skill in the construc-
tion of original dance movemcnis anc
phrases into a coherent dance work. onc that
has a dynamic excitement and imaginative
delincation of movement. and a richness that
can sustain the interest without the neec



for the spectator to read specilic or even
hinted-at *‘meanings’. This links o turn with
Burrows's own comments on the homco-
pathic parallel, and the idea that something
may be most effective when most abstracted.
‘Sce, for example, the use of stillness in The
“op Quartet, and Burrows's rcference to
- es’ in the music through which the dance
221 be scen, and vice versa.” also the deliber-
znzly restricted perspective of the film work,
.7 example blue vellow (1995) made for
» e Guillem, and the film version of Very
--33). The audience must create the imag-
~ziive space [or the dance to exist within.)
Zohn Percival has written of Hynus (orig-
=z 1y a duet. then extended to include a trio
= three other men) that the duet shows
<7 men who "undertake proudly minimal.
= :us parades” and that the three other men
zzzage in schoolboy gestures where
-mudes are hinted through tiny conlronta-
.75 Those ‘tiny confrontations’ indicate
. wity cconomical approach to movement:
-7 containment and understatement can
= ~ery telling about a choreographer’s
z-oroach, and Burrows has continued to
:.z.ore them through his later work.
soades (1991) is a work which, unlike
- =as. could be seen as violent. dangerous.
2 =ven pasty at tmes. as Burrows himselt
es suggested. Highlighted in this work is
=z ootential of the movement itself. rather
z:oany facial expression, to be cxpressive
1 :motion or passion. The choice of some
r “lundelssohn’s Songs Without Words for
«.. Diano is especially interesting, particu-
== in view of the fact that the dance
«:73 10 be dealing with an inability to
- municate, with pcople speaking differ-
:7 languages or nol understanding cach
‘zzn Stoies, as Burrows has cxplained. 1s
~ :zled because of the idea of the “stiff
=== lip’ that characterizes a certain type
- -zial behaviour. maintained none the less
- 'toosame time as a sense of humour
Lo Zzhout life’s difficult events.
= _diences have pereeived Stoics as funny
227 than menacing. however. and it is casy
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to see why, because the dvnamic shaping of
the movement, whether it be aggressive.
violent, or threatening. is somehow chan-
nelled differently so that it is never focused
one person on the other — though dancers
may stop to watch or contemplate each other
from time to time. There is the sense of being
an outsider. of looking at foreign customs.
social interaction. war-dances (and this is
cqually true of Very) —but not quite. because
the fact of each dancer stopping 1o watch
the other ‘breaks the frame’ and highlights
instcad the human capacity for mutual
misunderstanding. The hint of potential
violence is made much more explicit.
however. in small moments in 7he Stop
Quarter: but these are not developed themat-
ically. and so again the sense of possible
danger 1s dispelled.

Burrows’s movement sivle 1s frequently
characterized by a powerful impetus from
the exact centre — not from the centre of the
body, but rather from deep at the point of
attachment. for example in the shoulder
or hip joint — which very quickly dissipates.
with a “flung’ quality so that directions do
not secem to be important. or focused
(although it should be satd that in somc
works the focus is very clearly articulated.
as in Very and scveral sections of The Stop
Quarrer). 1t is the constant awarcaess ol a
centre from which movements emanatc.
however violently. which contributes much
io the clear focus of the structure. or the
way in which the movements are structured.
There is a contrasting momeni of repose
in Stoics. for example. during some close
partner work. when Burrows crouches down
and allows the woman to climb on to his
back and then to be carried around by him.
Her carriagc is characteristically upright. and
hands are joincd again. but this time one
hand is placed gently on top of the other.
This relaxing of the tension in the moment
diffuses the tension of the whole for a brief
span. albeit to a limited extent. because of
her ramrod posture and direct gaze: it 1s not
a weakening. but a softening.
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Clement Crisp has written (in the
Financial Times in 1994) of the carly works
that "Burrows saw lives that were a stfted
cry of pain and his movement. wild. autistic.
sometimes very funny. provided an exact
parallel without descending into mimicry’.
He also noted that Very was too cussed and
uncommunicative’ (suggesting the misfiring
of communication i Swics taken  to
extremes). but that in Qur (1994). ‘move-
ment I8 (uid. structure more relaxed in
outline and broader in dvnamic range’. Both
Our and Very recall Sroics in different wavs.
In Qur it is the intensity ol [ocus one dancer
directs towards another at various times.
although with perhaps less sense of the
ridiculous and more of the hopeless. In Very
there is a similar sense of strugeling to
achieve something or find something. for
example in the forced wititude with arched
back. and the purposetul. clearlv articulated
gestural movements of hands  brushing
across the body. front and back.

In the programme note for Qur. Burrows
included a quotation by Baudelaire: “To
express  at once the attitude and the
gesture of living beings whether solemn or
srotesque, and their Juminous explosion in
space’. He explained that the reason for
using this lext was “to gently give those
people [whose intuitive response might be
blocked by working too hard| a frame-
work mn which to see [Qur|. This suggests
a pereeptive view of audiences as well as the
conviction that dance can communicate
something of life. Perhaps it indicates an
awareness ol the need for work o be “acces-
sible” —that is. that dance should make some
attempt to reach its audience. while chai-
lenging them at the same time.

Sophie Constanti. writing in the Guardian
of Qur. felt that "here, Burrows scems as
concerned with stillness as with action and
has discarded many of the more homespun
eccentricitics of his works in favour of a
more noble exploration of
contemporary human kind', Constanti seems
to suggest that “homespun eccentricities” are

A
=t
=

the soul of

an aberration. It might be argued, hows . =
that they represent, or manifest in some way.,
an existentialist approach to dance and art,
and that the detail of human cccentricity,
the mundane. the evervday, arc the stuff
of life rathcr more than *a more noble
exploration of the soul of contemporary
human kind".

Chris de Marigny likened Burrows’s
work 1o Trisha Brown’'s in its ‘rhythmic
complexity’. This comparison. taken in con-
junction with the choreographer’s acknowi-
edged debt to Childs, Nijinska, and Morris
dancing. points to the importance of
rhythm, which is given a privileged place in
Burrows’s structuring of both movement
phrases and whole works. While the
rhythmic structurcs that Burrows uses are
perhaps less obviously highlighted than in
these other chorcographers and  styles.
certainly in later works they are key (o the
dynamic clarity and effectiveness of the
pileces. There is nothing arbitrary about the
play of speed. stillness. and rhythm, and this
is further underlined when looking at works
with music. Sometimes the music has its own
clear rhythmic shaping, and Burrows coun-
terpoints that with movement phrases of
sometimes quite complex rhythmic change,
as in. for example. both Hymas and Stoics.
At other times the relationship is more fluid
and more to do with atmospheric layering
and the possibility of glimpsing cach compo-
nent through ‘holes™ in the others, as the
audience glimpses Sylvie Guillem through
the doorway in blue vellow: a spatial explo-
ration of the same idea. which encourages
imaginative cngagement on the part ol the
audience to create a space — literal. aural,
or conceptual — lor the dance to inhabit.

Rachel Chamberiain Duerden
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