
Giselle burns like a -ame

Ismene Brown reviews Giselle, performed by the Royal Ballet, at the Royal Opera
House

By Ismene Brown
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IT is the last days of summer, when a chill clings to the night, and a lord goes out in
disguise to seduce a young peasant girl on his estate. There is a ruthlessness about the
story of Giselle that I think I had not fully felt until the revelatory performance at the
Royal Ballet by Tamara Rojo and Johan Kobborg last week, in the new spring run of
Peter Wright's atmospheric production.
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Giselles fall in two types: happy ones and sickly ones. Sarah Wildor, on opening night,
and, in another cast, Alina Cojocaru - making her much anticipated debut

in the role - are of the happy type, Wildor more robust than the delicate-lined Cojocaru,
but both very moving.

Wildor is an exemplar of the English style, using her naturalistic acting gift to play a
golden Giselle so fresh and full of life that her death at the end of Act 1 felt like the
climax of the drama. In the ghostly Act 2 she failed quite to convert her earthiness to
ethereality, and with an impassive, if elegant, Albrecht in Jonathan Cope, the story
ended too prosaically.

Cojocaru was treated to the amphitheatre's traditional welcome for a debutant in a
leading role, a shower of spring Powers, and enthusiastic cheers for her daisy-delicate
performance.

Only 19 and tiny, radiantly easy in movement with long, musical limbs, she made an
innocent, wistful Giselle, dominated by her joy in dancing. Nerves seemed to
overwhelm her in the mad scene, which had a whiS of helpless kitten about it, but to
dance like a ghost in Act 2 comes easily to her, and Kobborg carried her as if she were
thistledown. She has the spirit; deeper thoughts will come.

Had I not seen Kobborg with Rojo, I could live happy with the sharp credibility and
breathtaking dancing of his Albrecht with Cojocaru. But a stage accident to Rojo's
planned partner, Inaki Urlezaga, threw Rojo and Kobborg together - and we saw stars.

This was Giselle burning like a Pame, stripped of doubts by two great artists thinking
alike. Rojo and Kobborg have re-read the old story, noted its date - 1841 - and planted it
deep back in the powerful magic and brutal realities of its genesis.

Between his sexually assertive Albrecht and her shy, fragile Giselle, they created an
extraordinarily profound experience of the ballet, realistically persuasive in today's
human terms and yet something more mythic, valuing the ballet's antique styling and
moral universe.

Black-haired, white-skinned, Rojo was a weakling girl living in a harsher era, but she
also had the air of a creature of romantic poetry, a muse destined to inspire a man by
dying.

So where other Giselles only stab you in the heart, Rojo made me also feel a Zerce
delight at her aesthetic, image-making instinct. In her feverish mad scene, she died
agonisingly, her mind buSeted by horrors; and in Act 2, she used her exceptional
technical control to transform slow, di[cult steps into a translucent soaring, and
wrapped Kobborg with such warmth against the evil Wilis that his heart seemed to
break with remorse as the curtain fell.

Sandra Conley's Berthe (Giselle's mother), in some performances, shares that high
moral seriousness. The corps de ballet look touching and Jane Eyre-ish in this ballet,
but subsidiary dancing has been broadly undistinguished. Myrtha must be better
danced.
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