
'I was kicked like a nothing'

Retiring Royal Ballet star Irek Mukhamedov is still stung by the manner of his
departure. On the eve of the farewell gala performance that he had to organise himself,
he tells Ismene Brown what happened

By Ismene Brown
25 September 2001 • 12:00am

THE British tendency to hypocrisy was in full Bood at the Royal Ballet this summer.
While one great star was being ushered out of the front door and into retirement in a
volley of Bowers and nostalgic acclaim, another was being shown the back door. The
panoply of Sir Anthony Dowell's farewell to the Royal Opera House contrasted sharply
with his company's treatment of Irek Mukhamedov, the magniHcent Tartar who, for the
past 11 years, has become the Royal Ballet's biggest star since . . . well, since Dowell (and
some would not stop there).

There was no regretful but grateful meeting between star and boss to declare time on a
lustrous career, let alone an announcement. Neither Dowell nor his successor, Ross
Stretton, met Mukhamedov face to face, but instead sent messengers to tell him that, at
41, he was not wanted.

It was an ignoble way to treat an exceptional artist and a vastly popular performer. But
Mukhamedov is not about to let his bitter hurt show too obviously, and with quiet
dignity he has organised a gala performance at the London Coliseum this Sunday "to
say goodbye to my London public. Because I was not given the chance to say thank you
to them at the Royal Ballet. I will not dance in London again," he says, as if steeling
himself.

The names taking part in the gala demonstrate Mukhamedov's gigantic status in the
dance universe: Altynai Asylmuratova of the Kirov, Tamara Rojo of the Royal Ballet,

and Mukhamedov's two Hnest partners at the Royal, Viviana Durante and Miyako
Yoshida. Adam Cooper, ex-Royal Ballet, is another starry participant. He and Rojo will
perform - a tantalising prospect - an extract from Spartacus, the Bolshoi work in which
the sturdy Mukhamedov danced himself to the position of "the most exciting and
powerful male dancer of his day", as the Oxford Dictionary of Dance deHnes him.

Most poignant of all will be the last reunion of Mukhamedov and Durante in the
passionate duet in which he made his Royal Ballet debut, the Winter Dreams pas de
deux created for him by the Royal Ballet choreographer Kenneth MacMillan.
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Rehearsing with his chosen team at the Royal Opera House this month Mukhamedov
has had to get used to being a mere visitor.

"I have prepared myself for the past three years that each performance was my last. But
it was a big disappointment to hear it in this way," he says. "I felt maybe I have been
something in the Royal Ballet. But eventually it looked like I was a nothing. I was
kicked like a nothing."

It might not have helped relations with Stretton that Mukhamedov made public his
desire for the Royal Ballet directorship a year ago. Still, manners cost nothing. Besides,
there was one more major role planned for which Mukhamedov had seemed a natural
choice, the title role in John Cranko's Onegin, which opens in November. The Cranko
casting team was not allowed to consider him. (With less than six weeks to go, casts are
still not Hnalised - an unprecedented situation.)

Yesterday a Royal Ballet spokesman said Stretton regretted any discourtesy implied in
the manner in which Mukhamedov was informed. "Ross Stretton sent two senior
members of staZ to speak with Irek and as a guest artist Irek was not in the same
position as permanent members of the company. However, Ross Stretton has huge
admiration for Irek and would not discount working with him again in the future."

Regrets? Mukhamedov has a few, but then again many, many satisfactions, which he
could never have had if he had not defected from the Bolshoi. In London, he showed he
was more than just Sylvester Stallone in tights. He began dancing the classical roles of
Swan Lake and Giselle, and revealed nobility and musicality to add to his thunder-
thighs.

He was also seized on for his acting talent by MacMillan, and proved himself not only
the most romantic of Romeos but also a darker, more dangerous performer, ready to
risk knife-edge roles involving sex and violence, in ballets such as Mayerling, The Judas

Tree and The Invitation.

Mukhamedov stresses his gratitude for his second career at the Royal Ballet. "Oh, the
highlights of these 11 years in London were at many levels - as a dramatic dancer, as a
classical dancer, as a success in my private life, as well as on stage. Everything has been
successful, and I really feel I was very happy here, and I am still happy to think about
it," he says.

I realise with a shock that this may be one of the last occasions to hear from
Mukhamedov some of the secrets of what makes a superb classical dancer. In France or
Russia, a megastar would be snapped up as a revered coach inside the company to pass
on his knowledge.

Ballet, says Mukhamedov, is a man's job, a test of character. "There is not enough
emphasis in England on training boys to show manhood on stage, rather than just be
boys. It's less narcissistic than they think. It's not just to jump high or turn fast, it's
knowing how to hold the girls, and understanding what technique is, having a feeling
of what's right. All these things add up to manhood."

Though Mukhamedov's speed and power have always deHned his supremacy, just as
attractive was the way he partnered. Unlike Nureyev and Baryshnikov, who had a way



attractive was the way he partnered. Unlike Nureyev and Baryshnikov, who had a way
of bending their ballerinas to their own will, Mukhamedov was the perfect gent,
adapting his dancing to the needs of his lady.

Without him, Viviana Durante would not have become a world-class ballerina; with
him, Lesley Collier came into her own, in her forties, as a major star. He admits to a
particular regret that Collier's career was ending when he arrived - they had the same
high standards of classicism, shared a deep love of music, a sense of humour and, not
least, chemistry.

"I have loved all my ballerinas, all diZerently," he says. "Maybe it's because I'm always
trying to prove to my partner that I'm the best for her. Not that I'm the best, but I'm the
best for her. It's simply having care for your girl."

So, after Sunday, what next? This year, Mukhamedov produced his Hrst ballet, Swan
Lake, for the Polish National Ballet, and wants to develop as a coach and
choreographer. (His Swan Lake Act 3 can be seen this week at Sadler's Wells on the
ballerina Anastasia Volochkova's programmes.) I do not doubt that the world will be
quick to remind Britain of the inspiring example of this exceptional artist, and tap his
immense value to ballet. But the sour taste of Covent Garden's bad manners will

remain.

More stories

Irek Mukhamedov's gala is on Sunday at the London Coliseum (020 7632 8300).
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