JANIS CLAXTON DANCE

Falling Light

The Byre, St Andrews

Talent-spotters take heed. This triple bill of dances by the Edinburgh-based Australian Janis Claxton officially heralds a bright and serious new talent on the British, and international, dance stage. This past summer Claxton garnered plenty of publicity thanks to Enclosure 44 – Humans, a novel, questioning and entertaining installation performance set in the Edinburgh Zoo. Now, with this poised, aptly titled touring programme, she heads indoors to the concert stage in tandem with The Edin​burgh Quartet.

Steeped in the loose precision of her train​ing in Erick Hawkins principles, at 44 Claxton is no kid and her dances are the better for it. Her current collaboration with a six-strong female pick-up company suggests an homage-like throwback to modern dance traditions. And yet, in an era when many younger, less experienced makers shun the supposedly old-fashioned virtues of craft and musicality in favour of rampant and dramaturgi​cally poor dance-theatre tropes, Claxton’s highly selective, seemingly organic kinetic intelligence might actually represent a new radicalism.

Small in scale but big in ideas and potential, the evening builds incrementally. Performed to a pre-recorded score by the eclectic Australian trio Waratah, Rinne (Japanese for reincarnation) is based on intricately recurring cycles of beats and is inspired by a hummingbird’s flight. Rhythmically, this deceptively smooth-and-easy piece is a pleasing, absorbing union of delicacy, detail and determination. Four women in identical, form-fitting aqua dresses execute light, cat-like jumps and floor-licking footwork in canonic patterns. They rise and fall but remain upright, the angled positions of their splayed arms occasionally recalling bharata natyam.

A seven-minute Bach cello solo, played live, prepares us for Torque, a sextet set to the composers Partita No. 2 for violin (but transcribed for viola). Here Claxton and five others, all in jeans and sleeveless tops, pursue with animal grace an earthier, more tactile and carefully modulated dynamic in which ev​ery gesture has meaning and no moment is wasted. Arms slide along bodies, hands swipe and reach. Hunkered low, the women control their own undulant, explosive stretches. Each wrapped in a foetal curl, they rotate an ankle as a prelude to a twist and a kick.

The real meat of the bill is a sextet made in response to the brooding beauty of Henryk Gorécki s String Quartet No. 3, ...songs are sung. At once dark and transparent, stringent and lush, this exquisite piece carries an ecstatic weight. Claxton is tirelessly sensitive to the tensions between the soothing and the neurotic, taking time to explore and reflect the music’s depths and complexities without sacrificing dramatic urgency. Sober, centred and sublime, her work generates a quiet but increasing excitement. Dolorously sexy in Claire Todd’s slightly slit-up-the-sides russet brown shifts, the others echo the purposeful, almost devotional purity of the choreographer’s dancing. Heads lolling back, they repeatedly spiral round and drop in tumbling waves. Touch is infrequent but imperative as collapsing rolls segue into tender lifts. What these women do says a lot about gravity, both literal and metaphorical, and exaltation. The spiritual quality of their collective performance is cumulatively so moving that you can t help but wonder what Claxton might do with bigger stages and more bodies (and some of them male).
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