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Dowell's last dance

Ismene Brown reviews a mixed bill at the Royal Ballet, Covent Garden

Ismene Brown
03 August 2001 -12:00am
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HOW to say goodbye to the theatre and the audience he has known for 40 years must
have been acutely difficult to decide for Sir Anthony Dowell, as he contemplated the
last programme of his directorship of the Royal Ballet. He plumped for a statement of
very mixed messages, choosing the two ballets that Frederick Ashton left him in his
will, The Dream and A Month in the Country, in which Dowell created leading roles;
and four excerpts from signature pieces in his career as a dancer. The message might be
to remember him as a performer, but it was also a reminder of his future responsibility
as keeper of two of Ashton's finest but most elusive works from a new position outside
the company.

The Dream came off with rousing spark and fire, thanks to the brilliant Johan Kobborg
as Oberon (Dowell's original role); the winning Leanne Benjamin as Titania; a sparky
Puck in Giacomo Ciriaci; neatly drawn lovers; and warm playing of Mendelssohn by the
Royal Ballet Sinfonia under Paul Murphy.

Ashton's genius for characterisation and understanding of the human heart was
accompanied by a protean appetite for theatricality, for showing ballet's multiple
worlds. The lovers' dopey comedy runs at a different speed from the skittery fairies, and
the rustics are a pantomime - all separate planets suddenly conjoined by the magnetic
pull of love. A company's intuition about this ballet saves no end of explanation.

Communal intuition - or stern direction - seemed to me lacking, though, in A Month in
the Country. In this piece, drawn from Ivan Turgenev's 1850 play and with genteelly
passionate music by Chopin, Natalia Petrovna becomes infatuated with her son's tutor,

Beliaev (Dowell's original part in 1975). Her teenaged ward also falls for him, and when
he is found out, the fragile tissues of propriety and affections in the household are
irreparably torn. But the emotional edifice depends on ensemble understanding, and
despite the assortment of talented artists on stage - Sylvie Guillem, Alina Cojocaru,
Christopher Saunders, Massimo Murru, Vanessa Palmer, Justin Meissner - the moral
current of this little society, the ambiguities of its inhabitants, did not ring out truly,
and the drama felt stilted.

The divertissements amidships were notable for Sarah Wildor and Roberto Bolle, who
struck erotic sparks in Manon, and Tamara Rojo and Carlos Acosta, who took their
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spectacular virtuosic abilities over the edge in Don Quixote. But overplaying technical
risks in Don Q is forgivable - the impression at curtain-call of this final Dowell show is
that ballet must mind the subtler dangers and risks as well.

¢ Royal Ballet season ends tomorrow. Tickets: 020 73044000
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