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Manon outshone by Balanchine's gems

Ismene Brown reviews Manon and Jewels by the Kirov Ballet at Covent Garden

By Ismene Brown
20 June 2001 - 12:00am
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THE ability to keep the key works of major choreographers alive on stage goes beyond
recreating the look of them. Their interpreters must capture the flame of creativity that
powered them. Searching for new challenges, the Kirov Ballet has chosen to perform
works that are the 20th-century offspring of its heritage - George Balanchine's Jewels, a
glamorous abstract three-act ballet, and Kenneth MacMillan's historical drama Manon.
One works, one doesn't.

The Kirov treat Manon like an old-fashioned, 19th-century ballet. They dance the steps
beautifully, but separate them too much from the acting. They don't see its modern
sensibility - MacMillan's evolution of steps as expressions of dramatic nuance, not of
classical technique.

But then the conductor treated the music like treacle, and Peter Farmer's designs are a
disaster. They are creakily picturesque, like any old 19th-century ballet, without a whiff
of the stinking gutter, and no trace of the modern cinematic fluidity that MacMillan's
dramatic structure depends on. Manon's fevered visions and hallucinations in her death
scene were so poorly realised that they looked awkward, instead of innovative.

In this context, Svetlana Zakharova's Manon was all of a piece: a generic, gold-digging
type. She has perfect Manon feet - as curved and pearly as seashells, but alas the soft,
living creature inside never emerged. Others were more appealing - Ilya Kuznetsov's
soft-hearted Des Grieux, Natalia Sologub's robust Mistress. But the Kirov need to see
how modern Manon is to give it a reason to endure.

Since Balanchine's dance vocabulary is a supersonic upgrade of the Kirov's own
training, it isn't surprising that the Russians looked fabulous in Jewels at the weekend.

Russians dance him more gently than Americans do. They brush in the tapered filigree
of Emeralds rather than its dynamic accents; they stab delicately at the brash jazzy lines
of Rubies, hips swinging under their red micro-skirts.

The depth of the Kirov's current talent was on parade in force - the delightful Janna
Ayupova in Emeralds, the brilliant Diana Vishneva leading a magnificent ensemble in
Rubies, and Maya Dumchenko, the glowering second lead, was just as good. Noisy fans
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hailed Nikolai Tsiskaridze (a guest from the Bolshoi), but he is floppy and unfit; his
Kirov colleagues out-manned him.

Diamonds fielded the couple who, on their day, are the sum of all classical ballet, the
miracle of Uliana Lopatkina and Igor Zelensky. Catch any chance to see Lopatkina - she
is physically extraordinary, with her stretched-out body, but more than that, a poet of
music and dance.

¢ 'Manon' until tomorrow; Kirov until July 7. Tickets: 020 7304 4000
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