THE OTERO DANCE COMPANY TRANSFORMS AUDIENCE INTO A TIMELESS WORLD OF MUSIC AND DANCE

by Barbara W. Wilkinson


On September 30, the internationally famed Otero Dance Company, sponsored by the Headwaters Council for the Performing Arts (HCPA), kept the audience at Northland Pines High School Auditorium in Eagle River on the edge of their seats as ten outstanding performers interpreted three popular Latin dances.  For two hours and fifteen minutes, the company captivated the audience with its dazzling costumes and wide diversity of dance numbers, enhanced by elaborate props and special effects.  


Entitled “Rhythm and Passion,” the first act of this production took the spectators on an unforgettable timeless journey, beautifully recapturing the aura of the seedy bars of 1920 Buenos Aires to the exotic 1950 Havana nightclubs, highlighting the two most erotic dances to emerge from the Hispanic world: the tango and the salsa.  It also skillfully revisited the Patagonia countryside of Argentina in the 1800’s for a dynamic performance of the more obscure gaucho.  The second act alternated between these three dance styles, deftly transporting the choreography into the present and future.


The first act examined the births of the dances with several dazzling presentations in each genre.  The tangos, usually depicted with lovers’ seedy embraces, were embellished with a subtle kick of refinement, completing the expected themes of performance with a hint of comic effect.  The salsas were impeccably executed, with both sensuality and tropical excess, but were nevertheless enjoyable and energizing.  Yet probably because they are so unfamiliar to American audiences, the gaucho dances seemed the most impassioned.  Dressed for the occasion in ponchos and flowing pants, the men athletically and flawlessly stomped a rhythm with their boots to rival tap or flamenco: a style known as “zapateo.”  They added both swing ropes fastened with balls at the ends (boleadoras), which stuck the ground in counterpoint to the zapateo, and banjo and drums for a fury of percussive sound.


The second act incorporated no scenery or backdrops, freeing these dance styles from their place in historical context and presenting them culturally within the universal contemporary milieu of dance.  However, this segment of the program exposed the tango’s limitations: of the three dance styles, it seemed the most resistant to modern interpretation.  Although its steps were more elaborate than in the first act, it felt rather aloof and outdated.  On the other hand, the beating rhythms of the salsa in this segment were easily pervaded with modern influence, creating a more elaborate twenty-first century adaptation of this popular dance.  The show closed with the vivacity of the gauchos, which was a sensation in its own right.  The velocity and intensity of the boleadoras with the beating of the drums affirmed the dignity and tenacity of another way of life. 


Even though the performers were dynamic and precise throughout the performance, expressing their versatility and talent by dancing the three styles masterfully, the presentations would have been more original and vital had there been more live music.  However, there was no doubt that this gifted dance company seduced the audience with its ability to interpret the music and to carry out its seductive powers to its viewers.  Congratulations to the HCPA for another outstanding performance!

