
One to Rule Them All 
It was a shame that the Drama Centre was only half-filled for the one-night-only The 
Cruel Gardens. However, the small, enthusiastic audience lent an intimacy to the 
performance. Flamenco is known to have crystallised among gypsy communities in 
southern Spain, and can take place in the form of a juerga, akin to an informal jam 
session. The audience responded to virtuosic sections of The Cruel Gardens with 
liberal shouts of “Bravo!” and “Ole!”, giving the show an endearing spontaneity.  

The loudest cheers of the evening went to Spanish guest artist Miguel Angel Espino. 
Cutting a striking figure as the Matador, Espino was the show’s undoubted star with 
his commanding presence. Each flourish of the wrist, lowering of the heel and turn of 
the head was deliberate, emphatic and laced with drama. His smouldering eyes and 
fluid torso were compellingly juxtaposed with dexterous, crystal-clear footwork.  

Antonio Vargas, Flamenco Sin Fronteras’ artistic director, is one of the world’s 
leading flamenco maestros. He has worked hard to build his company in Singapore, 
bringing in acclaimed guest artists to perform alongside local dancers and enriching 
the scene considerably. Work and performers of such quality and stature deserve to be 
seen more often, and it would be great if the diminutive yet vibrant flamenco scene 
got a boost of support. 

  

"The audience responded with liberal shouts of 'Bravo!' and 'Ole!'" 

 

 

 



With The Cruel Gardens, Vargas sought to push boundaries. Instead of a live 
flamenco band, the dancers performed to a soundtrack of Bela Bartok, excerpts of 
Federico García Lorca poetry and Vargas himself playing percussion.  

Three flamenco dancers opened the show, to Shanice Nicole Stanisalaus’ overly 
dramatic recitation of Lorca’s “Lament for Ignacio Sánchez Mejías”. An ode to a 
bullfighter, the text is powerful but with all the other performers evoking the tension 
through their moving bodies rather than their faces, Stanislaus’ melodrama seemed 
exaggerated and out of place.  

As Espino traversed through the cruel gardens of his psyche during a bullfight, he met 
with several characters – Spirits of Death and Fear, and, of course, the Bull. Oddly, 
the slight Jessica Larbig, the Spirit of Death, was clad in white. While proficient on 
pointe, she lacked aggression and paled in comparison when pitted against Tilly 
Wong’s sinister Spirit of Fear. Larbig’s entourage included five JSLN Company 
dancers, who were unfortunately rather low-impact in poorly synchronised unison 
sections. Soren Niewelt as the Bull was assured, but muted.  

Everyone seemed to simply dance in circles around Espino, and eventually I found 
them a distraction from the maestro. While sections of the choreography were 
in[terestingly juxtaposed with music not commonly used in flamenco, Espino was at 
/his best in silence. He lowered his heels with the clarity of a tap dancer, and the 
calmness in his torso belied the intensity behind his furrowed brows. Delightful 
touches, like a slow lift of the chin and the clenching of fists, made Espino’s 
performance all the more special.  

While a cross-company collaboration is admirable, The Cruel Gardens did not 
scintillate in its integration of dance genres and innovation. Rather, it served to show 
the relative strength of Flamenco Sin Fronteras – its stylish dancers and impeccable 
costumes – and the magnetic command of a brilliant solo dancer.  

 

Productions are rated out of 5, based on practitioner's vision / reviewer's response: 

5 = transcendent / rapturous; 4 = crystal / appreciative; 3 = transmitted / thoughtful; 2 
= vague / unsatisfied; 1 = uncommunicated / mystified. 
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