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How many feelings can a dance 

express at the same time? As many 

as any person experiences, but 

that’s more than most dance 

makers will give you. 

Choreographer Garth Fagan is the 

exception. He knows emotions 

come in contradictory bundles, and 

because life isn’t one-dimensional, 

his dances aren’t either.  

 

There’s nothing obscure about the 

works that Fagan’s celebrated 

modern company, Garth Fagan 

Dance, will tour locally, beginning 

Saturday with an engagement in 

New Brunswick. The movements 

are chiseled and precise. Yet 

viewers should come away with an 

impression of vital depth. 

 

Speaking about one section of his 

premiere “Madiba,” inspired by the 

life of South Africa’s hero-

president Nelson Mandela, Fagan 

uses the words “reverence” and 

“defiance” in the same sentence. These attitudes seem mutually contradictory, but Fagan knows 

they can co-exist. In rehearsal, the dancers form a clear-eyed group mustering their force. Set to 

an anthem by South African composer Abdullah Ibrahim, this ensemble has a solemn (reverent) 

cast, as the characters celebrate hard-won liberty and acknowledge the responsibility it brings. 

Then they stamp their feet (defiantly), declaring their resolve. 

 

“It’s a community that struggles for freedom, and all the things that communities have struggled 

for over the ages,” Fagan says. 

 

 “Madiba” includes a joyous love duet and a sorrowful passage that recalls Mandela’s 

imprisonment and separation from his family. Yet when the dance appears onstage, it will be 



even more layered. As Mandela, star dancer Norwood Pennewell ("PJ") acquires a third eye: a 

video recorder affixed to his forehead that will live-stream the movement around him. 

 

“PJ is musically and spatially very articulate, so he can always get where he needs to be and still 

keep it going,” Fagan says, discounting the challenge of the camera work, or possibly relishing 

it. 

 

Why make a dance about Nelson Mandela? Because his story “touches you in places that I think 

we all need to be touched,” Fagan says. “He was incarcerated in Robben Island for 20-plus years. 

It must have been horrible, but instead of being bitter, he becomes this inspirational character 

who leads his country to a better, more humanitarian vision of what South Africa could be.” 

 

Among other works revived this season, “Until, By and If” takes its cue from Derek Walcott’s 

epic poem “Omeros.” The verses in question describe a healing transformation, as a “house of 

umbrage...where marriages go bust” once again becomes a home, thanks to memories and “the 

dancing firelight of the mind.” Yet this season the Fagan company will only perform an excerpt 

from the dance alluding to domestic tragedy. 

In New York, a second premiere choreographed by Pennewell will feature music by Miles Davis 

contrasted with the four-square rhythms of Argentine composer Chancha Via Circuito. 

 

“Miles always said that a lot of the music happens in the silence,” Pennewell says. “So I’m 

trying to find ways of working in his silences.” 

 


