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: WITH a dream and a song,
: the Royal Ballet has ended
¢ its spring season, and we
¢ can praise Sir Anthony
: Dowell yet again for
¢ providing us with another
. curiously marvellous bill in
+ his final year as director.
| : Having devised a season full :
.| : of nostalgic references to
I+ his own dancing career, he
.| : must have earned the
| : undying gratitude of the
#| : company’s leading men,
| : since no dancer in history
: can have had more and
: greater roles.

'|i Dreamand the Messenger

: of Death in MacMillan’s

: Song of the Earth were two
: of Dowell’s very finest

: roles. It is to his credit that
: he did not duck comparison
: to memories of himself

: when he cast Johan

: Kobborg and Carlos Acosta
¢ in them, because these

: two men set the night

: alight.

: frothy, life-enhancing

: comedy to Mendelssohn’s

¢ music, the other a profound
: abstract ballet about death
: set to Mahler — date from

. within a year of each other,
: 1964 and 1965, though you
: would hardly guess it.

: Oberon was Dowell’s first

: star role, a devastating

: exploitation by Ashton of

: his supernatural dancing

: ability, from fast and

: gravity-less jumps to

: sudden halts and instantly
: unfurled arabesques.
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Oberon in Ashton’s The

The two ballets —one a

Kobborg, trained in the

*  affronted English monarch

: — here was a jealous, wilful :
! tyrant, idly playing with :
: people’s lives. In the old
: Scandinavian tales, of

: course, fairies are far

: from benign.

>

Leaving with a dream
-and a song
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: The Dream/Sang of the Earth
ROYAL BALLET, COVENT GARDEN

By comparison, Leanne

: Benjamin's Titania looked a
: little pallid; she's a sensual

: dancer but lacks the

: porcelain classical purity

: that makes Titania's

: uninhibited sexuality so

: particularly captivating.

: Ashton’s frolicsome fairies

. in their picturesque, Arthur
: Rackhame-ish greenery seem
: to come from somewhere

: between the Thirties and

¢ the early 19th century. The

four lovers are a Savoy

! social comedy all their

* own, and need playing

: nearer to Oscar Wilde than
: Friends.

Song of the Earth, though,

: was perfectly pitched, with
: an exceptional leading trio
: in Acosta, Tamara Rojo and
: Jonathan Cope, fine dancing
: in support (Yohei Sasaki

: outstanding), and powerful
: music-making by singers

: Natascha Petrinsky and

: Thomas Randle and

: conductor Barry

: Wordsworth. The stage is

: empty, the dancers in plain
: black or grey are

: uncluttered by physical

: spectacle, all the more

: eloquent of the existential
: drama of Mahler’s songs,

: unfolding from fear of

: death to a rapt acceptance
: of it.

Acostawas a

: magnificently ambiguous

: Death, handsome, gentle yet
: ineluctable, his body

: relishing the Mahlerian

: legato and supersized jumps
: of MacMillan’s steps — his

: best-ever role, I think,

: Little Rojo danced her

: journey to him with an

: exquisite calligraphy in her
: body, as if drawn from the

: Chinese poems on which

: Mahler’s songs are based,

: stunning Danish school that :
: seems so often natural kin
! to Ashton, has the speed and
: brightness of foot, if not :
: Ashton’s long leg-line. But
: the Dane is also one of

but black-inked with

: emotional awareness.

Cope’s officer grace lacks

: its former youthful power,
: but was all the more
: poignant here, as the

: ballet’s most exceptional  : mortal man sapped by

: actors, and I doubt that : Death’s vigour, A

: Oberon has ever had sucha : memorable night.

: vivid characterisation. No  : Until May 31. Tickets: 020
: more was he the faintly i 7304 4000

Ismene Brown

 These and past reviews can be
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