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Stars shine for Dowell

Ismene Brown reviews A Knight at the Ballet performed by the Royal Ballet in Covent
Garden

By Ismene Brown
30 May 2001 +12:00am
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THE Covent Garden gala, A Knight at the Ballet, was a tribute to Sir Anthony Dowell's
almost lifelong service as student, dancer and director to the Royal Ballet, which only
the well-heeled were able to get into.

It was a night of sentimentality and charity, raising £700,000 (an average of £300-plus
a seat) for the Royal Ballet School and the opera house. It was not intended for critical
appraisal. Fortunately, most of the best items will reappear in the Royal Ballet's final
programme of the summer in July, perhaps with better-rehearsed casts.

The gala told a different story than was intended about the Royal Ballet that Dowell
leaves us after 15 years as its director. Top home-team dancers were absent - Sylvie
Guillem and Inaki Urlezaga through injury, Darcey Bussell through pregnancy, Irek
Mukhamedov off producing Swan Lake in Warsaw.

Hence the bizarre dominance of people who resigned from Dowell's Royal Ballet, such
as Tetsuya Kumakawa, Viviana Durante and Adam Cooper, or overseas male guest stars:
Ethan Stiefel of ABT tackling Dowell's Oberon, Igor Zelensky of the Kirov dancing

Ashton's Awakening pas de deux from The Sleeping Beauty, and Roberto Bolle of La
Scala performing the male role in Thais.

All the same, it was entertaining. Dowell's linking spiels - largely autobiographical -
were jolly and educational. "Very promising," he quipped after the dazzling Don
Quixote pas de deux performance by Tamara Rojo and Carlos Acosta, both trained in

Cuban style with a mouthwatering combination of technical fire and deep rhythmic
impulse.

The men had the harder task, wondering whether or not to try to be Dowell surrogates
in his famous roles. Intelligently, Johan Kobborg did his own thing, a dramatic Prince
Siegfried in the Black Swan duet from Swan Lake, his dancing a diamond-bright tribute
to the Royal Danish Ballet that groomed him, with a vivid artistry all his own. Cooper
was smartly witty as Sarah Wildor's Elvis-cool partner in Varii Capricci.

By contrast, even such gifted performers as Zelensky, Stiefel and Kumakawa looked
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uncertain of their purpose in the evening. The statuesque Russian seemed tired in
Beauty, no natural partner for Belinda Hatley in a duet whose life depends on the
uncanny sympathy that Dowell had with his partner Antoinette Sibley.

Stiefel (the nearest to Dowell in physical and lyrical terms) whizzed through the
scherzo from The Dream, but with no chance to prove his understanding of more than
fast steps. Kumakawa, now leading his own company in Japan, toned down his
exhibitionism with a grave lyricism in Giselle in which he has never looked more
English in style. Home-grown Edward Watson glinted in Enigma Variations, and
Jonathan Cope was an object lesson in grace in A Month in the Country.

But the overriding impact of the evening was an unspoken question about the missing
generation of British dancers in a world of plenteous excellence.

¢ A Royal Ballet celebration of Anthony Dowell takes place at Covent Garden, Aug 1-4..
Tickets: 020 73044000
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