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REVIEWS THROUGH THE YEARS
A survey of dance criticism concerning THE MOORÕS PAVANE yields a somewhat repetitive display of superlatives.  
The following digest includes a single quote from each of the decades since the premiere of The MoorÕs Pavane. 

1940s “The action is close-knit, intense, without a wasted gesture or
an unnecessary development, yet there is a great variety of mood and
movement and a steady building to the inevitable climax. The individual
characters have the utmost clarity and their movement is extraordinarily
evocative under the dark, rather smothering atmosphere which envelops it.” 
— John Martin, The New York Times, August 21, 1949

1950s “The slowly moving, shifting patterns of Limón’s choreogra-
phy are exceptionally interesting. All his dances are tersely articulate,
with an economical spareness about them. He never wastes two gestures
if one will do. The purely decorative element in his dance, both here and
elsewhere, seems to be concentrated on the horizontal plane, so that 
he retains steps of elevation for his emotional coloring, appearing to 
use jumps only rarely for their visual effect. The style of acting 
he requires is rather impersonal, and would have more in common 
with Brecht than Stanislavski.”
— Clive Barnes, Dance and Dancers, November 1957

1960s “Mr. Limón disclaims any direct derivation from
Shakespeare.  Yet his composition seems to wear as well as the play of
Othello: and partly because all its performers not only dance but act so
superbly.  The unspoken distillation of tragedy, with Tintoretto overtones
in its colors and convolutions, is as incredibly gripping as ever.”
— Louis Chapin, Christian Science Monitor, January 8, 1966

1970s “One of the things that makes The Moor’s Pavane a 
constant masterpiece is that it is not simply a dance about jealousy and
love.  Within the framework of a formal dance, the actions are those 
of pursuit and evasion.  Like the Shakespeare play it is based on – 
Othello – The Moor’s Pavane is essentially a series of two-person
scenes: Iago with Othello, Desdemona with Emilia, Othello with
Desdemona.  Underneath the anguished curves and lunges of the 
dancing, the plot moves as ruthlessly as a blade.”
— Deborah Jowitt, The Village Voice, September 5, 1974

1980s “It was Limón’s genius to realize that Shakespeare’s
Othello, a play as messy in its emotions as any, could be distilled with
pungent simplicity. He chose a dance form - the pavane - as a poetic con-
ceit, to symbolize his human drama. When the pavane’s formal patterns
break sharply apart onstage, we sense the disastrous crisis among the 
characters. And when we see the four main characters dancing in 
their symmetrical and formal patterns, we know that the societal 
facade merely conceals the swirling passions underneath.”
— Anna Kisselgoff, The New York Times, February 1986

1990s “Although Shakespeare’s cast includes 13 named 
personages, plus miscellaneous attendants, there are only four people 
in The Moor’s Pavane. Mr. Limón obviously did not wish to duplicate
Shakespeare’s panoramic sweep. Rather, he focused on the way tragic
events touched four specific lives.  Moreover, by having his characters
express tumultuous feelings while performing steps evoking dignified
Renaissance court dances, he demonstrated that good manners may not
always suffice to prevent the outbreak of violence. The Moor’s Pavane
does more than retell Othello.  It reinterprets it.  Like Taglioni, Ivanov and
Saint-Léon before him, Mr. Limón was not afraid to change literature for
good choreographic reasons.”
— Jack Anderson, The New York Times, August 26, 1990

2000s “For pure dramatic art, there is nothing quite like 
The Moor’s Pavane, the 1949 signature work of the Mexican American
modern dance choreographer, José Limón.  Set to the music of Purcell
and inspired by the two principal couples in Shakespeare’s Othello, it 
is a masterpiece of storytelling and characterization, with superb 
color-coded costumes by Limón’s wife, Pauline Lawrence.”
— Hedy Weiss, The Chicago Sun-Times, March 24, 2000
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Award for “outstanding creation in the field of American modern

dance,” and much has been written about the work in the years

since.  The playwright and drama critic Eric Bentley once said that

of all the works created for the American stage, The Moor’s Pavane

would be the one he would choose above all others to send

abroad as a showcase for the arts in the United States.  And

German dance pioneer Mary Wigman called it “one of the great

masterpieces of our time…; it is absolute, incontestable, you cannot

add to it nor take anything away from it.”

What we can perhaps add to the written record is a fresh look 

at writings by some of the dance’s creators, collected here for 

the first time.  Of course, seeing the dance itself is the best way 

to experience The Moor’s Pavane, and fortunately it is now 

available on video with the original cast.  (available from the 

Limón Foundation, or from Video Artists International at 

1-800-477-7146 or www.vaimusic.com.)

Even more immediacy is possible through experiencing The Moor’s

Pavane in live performance, and it remains active in the repertory

of the Limón Dance Company while continuing to be the Limón

work most frequently requested by companies throughout the world.

Soon after its premiere, Walter Terry referred to it as, “a theater

piece of terrific impact,” and that impact is still indelible even as

this dance begins its second half-century.

Norton Owen, Editor

The initial idea behind The Limón Journal when it was launched

in 1993 was to highlight some of the lesser-known aspects of

José Limón’s legacy.  But attention must also be paid to the dance

that critic Walter Sorell referred to in 1975 as, “the masterpiece of

the last few decades” – The Moor’s Pavane.  Its preeminence was 

recognized from the start, when it won a 1950 Dance Magazine
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THE MOOR’S
PAVANE FIRST PERFORMED August 17, 1949 at the Connecticut College American

Dance Festival, New London, Connecticut

CHOREOGRAPHY BY José Limón

MUSIC BY Henry Purcell, arranged by Simon Sadoff (from the suites 
THE GORDIAN KNOT UNTIED and ABDELAZER, or THE MOOR’S REVENGE)

ORIGINAL CAST - The Moor: José Limón, His Friend: Lucas Hoving, 
His Friend’s Wife: Pauline Koner, The Moor’s Wife: Betty Jones

JOSE LIMON
Born in 1908, José Limón made his first choreographic effort in 1931
and continued making dances until his death in 1972.  His “Letter to Pauline,

Betty and Lucas on the occasion of the 10th anniversary of THE MOOR’S
PAVANE,” excerpted below, was written at Limón’s farm in Stockton,

New Jersey on September 1, 1959.

A decade makes a neat package, and this round, easily
comprehended sum of years has a way of going by very

swiftly, almost before one is aware of its passing.  It
seems such a short while ago that the four of us
stood on the stage at Palmer Auditorium in New
London, waiting for the curtain to rise on a dance
called The Moor’s Pavane.  I remember the acute
nervousness and apprehension which takes posses-

sion of one just before the curtain.  I remember think-
ing how beautiful you three looked, and knowing that

whatever the outcome of the imminent ordeal, the spec-
tator would see a very handsome and distin-

guished ensemble of dancers.  I was more
than usually shaken and insecure.  This dance

might prove, in the eyes of the public, to be an
impertinence, an almost sacrilegious presumption.  

I know how hard I had tried not to make a “dance version”
of Shakespeare’s Othello.  I had worked with all will and
conscience to find a form which might prove valid and 
pertinent in terms of dance.  I did not wish to infringe, 
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nor paraphrase.  From the moment when Mrs. Louis (Betts) Dooley,
a few years previous to this evening in August 1949, had first put 
the idea into my very receptive mind, I had sought not a “retelling” 
of Shakespeare’s Othello, but a dance based on the old Italian legend.
“Betts” had given me not only the impetus, but the form.  She suggest-
ed using the four principal characters: Othello, Desdemona, Iago and
Emilia, and unfold the tragedy in dances suggestive of those of the
High Renaissance.  As is my custom when some kind and well-
meaning friend comes to me with “just the idea for a dance for 
you and your company,” I listened courteously, meaning to give it 
consideration, and then go on to my own ideas.  But this one hung on.
Othello had always had a profound and powerful attraction for me,
but I had no idea how to proceed other than to resort to a 
“choreographic version,” and this I had no desire to do.  Movement,
gesture and pantomime were not enough – a form was needed, a
form strong and distinct enough to justify the whole effort.  It took

about three years of brooding.  The four principal protagonists, 
yes.  That drastic removal from the play was an important step.  
But how to bring forth all the passion, grandeur, beauty, all the
tragedy with only four dancers?  The three years were an intense 
and incessant search for the answers.  They came slowly.  There 
was the usual turmoil and ferment.  There were periods of great 
exaltation, when the solution seemed imminent, or even accomplished.
This, as you might know, was almost surely followed by the disappoint-
ment of knowing that what had seemed resolved the day before was 
a mere delusion, and I had to begin all over again…

You, Pauline, you, Lucas and Betty, plus myself and an idea, are the
ingredients which compose the dance whose tenth anniversary we
have so recently observed.  What each of you is as a human being
and an artist has gone into it and made it what it is.  I have no way,
not being good at statistics or calculations, of knowing how many
times we have performed it.  I think you will remember with me that it
has been active in our repertory on almost all of our yearly tours in 
this country.  We have taken it with us to Mexico, to Canada, to
Brazil, Uruguay, Puerto Rico.  It has gone to England, France,
Germany, Belgium, Holland, Poland, Yugoslavia, and Portugal.
Audiences have liked it very much.

But that which makes me most happy and proud is that this unique,
really rare and select group of artists has held together to perform 
this work for one decade.  I think it speaks well for all of us, when you
consider how transient and ephemeral artistic associations tend to be
in general, that the four of us, with our divergencies in background,
training and individual temperaments, have managed to fuse and 
weld ourselves to each other.  I think it is because of a faith, a belief.
We believe powerfully in the dance.  I could not possibly admire
each one of you more.  I prize you as only a fine artist and dancer 

is prized.  To me there is nothing more wonderful than a dancer, 
and a dancer such as you are is doubly wonderful.

LUCAS 
HOVING
Lucas Hoving (1912-2000) was a Dutch-born dancer who 
performed with Kurt Jooss and Martha Graham before joining the
Limón Company in 1949.  He remained with the Company until 1963,
and returned as a guest artist in the 1980s.  His memories of THE
MOOR’S PAVANE were the subject of an interview with Naomi Mindlin
that appeared in Dance Research Journal, Spring 1992, published by
the Congress on Research in Dance.

Pavane has a real script.  And a lot of detail.  The Pavane was 
a major operation.  We read the book.  I knew the story but then we
went back to it again.  But both José and I are the kind of people
[who] worked through our bodies, really.  In fact, Doris [Humphrey]
probably talked more about some of the aspects of the piece than 
José did.  José could talk beautifully about anything, but not about his
dancing.  We sort of looked at each other.  I looked at him first: what
kind of thing does he want, and how does he use his body, his weight.
Then he let me do it.  And then he looked at me again and tried to
make the adjustment.  [But] there was actually very little talking 
about the book with José.

I think Pauline [Koner] and I talked [with each other] more than we talked
with José.  I know we rehearsed together.  You see, Koner’s a real perfection-
ist and we had to [work] forever [with] the handkerchief, and the skirt, and
the lift and how close [we should be], and that sort of thing. I think that 

JOSÉ LIMON AND LUCAS HOVING, CA. 1950 (PHOTO BY WALTER STRATE)


