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Anne Teresa de Keersmaeker is considered as one of the most important choreographers on the contemporary dance scene. Her new performance surely confirms this idea and presents an original conception of the human body language. By adapting Shakespeare's pastoral play As You Like It, Anna Teresa de Keersmaeker gives us an hybrid show, between theatre and dance, a faithful reconstruction of the Elizabethan play and iconoclast reading of a 'classic'.

The beginning of the show is indeed very striking. A dozen of dancers enter on stage, walking very slowly to the sound of the song by Brian Eno which gives the play a part of its title: 'Golden Hours'. The dancers, each interpreting a character of the play, make circles on the stage, while the soundtrack is repeated four times. The song of the 1978 album Another Green World constitutes a musical leitmotiv of the play. Eno's music, a mingling of pop and repetitive soundtrack, dialogues in several ways with Orlando and Rosalind's love story. One of the characters is a guitarist, playing several songs from Eno's album. The intricacy between the music and the play, far from producing an anachronism, creates a very gentle mixture and recalls the popular roots of Shakespeare's play.

Brian Eno's songs also provide also the musical background of the performance, but the structure used is the same than as in Shakespeare's play, with all five acts of As You Like It and the epilogue during which Rosalind addresses the spectators.

The choreographer's project could be summed up in a few words: translating the dramatic and spoken language into physical language. The dance imagined by Keersmaeker is both physical and expressive, and its language is made of movements, gestures, jumps and sudden accelerations. Body talk replaces Shakespeare's text, even though the spectators can follow it. Passages are projected on the wall at the back of the stage, making the comprehension of the 'tale' easier.

The projected extracts can be read as textual fragments as well as reminiscences or memories of the play. But the text is not totally absent from the performance itself, since the dancers whisper it several times during the show, to themselves or to each other. The knowledge of the play is thus a prerequisite for an embodied expression that is substituted to the spoken language.

The dance designed by Keersmaeker is minimalist and explores the foundations of choreographic art by showing its essential components. With her company Rosas, created in 1983, and since her early performances, such as Fase in 1982, the Belgian choreographer still experiments new formulas based on a few basic principles, which are like mantras: walking, breathing and, in the case of Golden Hours (As You Like It), the contradictory relations between silence and speech, between speech and dance. Before Brian Eno's pop music, she worked with Steve Reich's minimalist compositions, Joan Baez's rock music and even with John Coltrane's jazz. The performance staged during the Montpellier Danse Festival can be considered as the continuation of those experimentations, focusing on the articulation between the spoken language (or the absence of speech) and the danced language.

Thus, the choreographer's choices are remarkable by their obvious boldness: most of the play is silent, except for the sound of the dancers' movements and breathing. Moreover, an important aspect of the performance is the fact that Keersmaeker follows the main structure of the play and takes up its conduct and its details. The fidelity toward the spirit of

the Elizabethan play can be traced in the androgyny of the interpreters, and especially in that of Aron Blom, who plays the character of Rosalind. The dancer, who studied at PARTS (Performing Arts Research and Training Studios), the school founded by Keersmaeker, stands out for his delicacy and his long curled hair, which produce a confusion of genders specific to the play. This ambiguity culminates when Rosalind dresses up like a man to fight Orlando. Similarly, the character of Jaques is played by a young woman, who embodies the slapstick madness of Shakespearean clowns and fools.

But maybe the real subject of the show performed in Montpellier is Time. As the Chorus in the other Shakespeare's pastoral play, The Winter's Tale, Time is presented in its different aspects. A time of the action, a time for silence, a time for absence, for repetition and variation: Keersmaeker does not hesitate to expand the length of the performance and keeps following the narrative thread of As You Like It (and it was not surprising to see a lot of spectators leaving the Agora theater in Montpellier that summer night). But the moral of both Shakespeare's play and Keersmaeker's performance is definitively positive and joyful. Spring, the season of the love story between Rosalind and Orlando, metaphorizes the treatment of the play suggested by the choreographer.

This astonishing reading of Shakespeare's play is thus reinforced by the technical virtuosity of the choreography: the silent or whispered ballet renews the pastoral genre and reveals its popular roots. It reminds us that dramatic art, and most of all Shakespeare's plays, is not simply with a question of words, it's also all about gestures, movements, music and silence. Golden Hours (As You Like It) demonstrates also the possibility of staging Shakespeare without words, as a dumb and meaningful show.

Alban Déléris completed a PhD about the relationships between the English and French theatres between the mid-sixteenth century and the early 1640s, and the poetics of formal and generic hybridizations in the plays of this period. IRCL, University Paul Valéry -Montpellier 3 Email: alban.deleris@yahoo.fr