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by Hedy Weiss
Cuban ensemble a sensual mix of fire and spice

Fans of "The Buena Vista Social Club," the exhilarating Wim Wenders film that triggered such a renaissance for traditional Cuban music, may recall the charming scene in which tiny dancers stood around a piano and swayed sensually to an irresistible beat. Those little sprites came to mind Saturday night as Lizt Alfonso's Dance Cuba, the Havana-based company of 18 sleek, precision-tuned female dancers--working in perfect lockstep with a contingent of seven bravura musicians--delighted a large and enthusiastic crowd at the Chicago Theatre.

Whatever you may think of the politics that hold sway on Castro's tropical island, one thing that cannot be denied is the vibrance of the cultural life that seems to thrive there, particularly in the fields of dance and music. The sheer technical finesse of Alfonso's 12-year-old company, combined with a performance style that blends ensemble perfectionism with strong individual expression, and a unique warmth and unforced sensuality, is impressive. The choreography, a fusion of Spanish flamenco, Afro-Cuban, ballet and a hint of modern jazz, tends to have a repetitive quality in both its formations and its overall dance vocabulary--not surprising given that nine of the 11 works on the program were by Alfonso herself. (The addition of male dancers might have added a spark as well.) But as it is, the group's meticulous coordination of heads and arms and darting eyes, plus their rhythmically complex footwork--all combined with the sheer joy of dancing--has a strong cumulative effect. And their boldly hued costumes add plenty of flair.

One of the most interesting pieces on the program was Alfonso's "Ire a Santiago" ("I'm Going to Santiago"), in which a trio of Spanish flamenco-style dancers in blood-red ruffled dresses and heels moved in counterpoint to a trio of Cuban-style dancers in romantic white country-style dresses. While the flamenco dancers were all air and fire, their backs in sinuous curves, the Cuban dancers, just by the very nature of their flat, hard-soled, strapless sandals, had to grip the earth, resulting in heavier, more pelvic-based motion. Also appealing was the dynamic "Fuerza y Compas" ("Strength and Gentleness"), led by the small, dark-haired and charismatic Yanet Rodriquez, in which nine women in form-fitting black pants and full-sleeved white blouses put a contemporary spin on flamenco style.

The program opened with a traditional "Malaguena," as the ensemble, dressed in brilliant red flamenco dresses, clicked their castanets and subtly alternated between embodying the matador and the bull itself. The first act came to a close with "Camino al Amanecer," as the dancers, in eye-popping red-and-white polka dot blouses, engaged in wonderfully sinewy finger-work and footwork that sometimes suggested show horses in a tight trot.

The second half of the program had a freer, sexier, jazzier quality overall, especially in the lush opening work, "De la Habanera a Sevilla," choreographed by Yanet Rodriguez. "Elogio," a lyrical and demanding solo work created by Alfonso, had a distinctly balletic feel. The extravagant finale, Alfonso's "De Tierra y Aire" ("Earth and Air"), set the stage awhirl as the ensemble, in flame red dresses, stirred up the dust in a marathon work accented by hand-clapping and the snap of fans.

Throughout the evening there was galvanic work from the onstage musicians, under the direction of ace keyboardist Denis Peralta. In addition to the masterful, deep-throated flamenco singing by Zita Smoliakova, there was particularly outstanding playing by Yuniel Rascon, a young classical guitarist of exceptional gifts who also moved easily into the most swinging salsa and jazz riffs.
