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Dancing in a minefield

Sarah Wildor and Adam Cooper, one of ballet's most beautiful couples, fail to avoid
explosive topics as they tell Ismene Brown about life since Wildor resigned from the
Royal Ballet

29 March 2002 - 12:00am
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'ANYONE FOR A BISCUIT?" It is that oh so English event, tea, that I am having with
Sarah Wildor and Adam Cooper, two of the brightest (former) Royal Ballet stars, and

they have decided that whenever a question leads into a minefield, the cry will go up:
"Biscuits, anyone?"

Since there are minefields all around any discussion of their lives nowadays, we soon
find ourselves needing a second plateful.

For Wildor, the biscuits are necessary in any debriefing about her sudden departure
from the Royal Ballet last autumn as its new director, Ross Stretton, settled into his
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chair. For Cooper, it's the fate of his planned production of Les Liaisons Dangereuses
that may lead into explosive areas.

They sit there among the tea-cups, blonde, exceptionally good-looking, 18 months
married. Cooper, 30, became a world star on his startling appearance as the Swan in

Matthew Bourne's renowned rewrite of Swan Lake. The actress Emma Thompson said

when she saw him on Broadway that she wanted to lick his feather breeches, and
women worldwide knew exactly how she felt.

Wildor's luminous beauty alone would have singled her out of the Royal Ballet's cohorts
of leading ladies - ash-blondes are few and far between - but more than that, she has a
magnetic dramatic charisma, almost indecently alluring in someone who at first sight
looks as if butter would not melt in her mouth. And then, last September, she
"resigned".

Her statement was one of those bland "I feel that a change of direction would be of
benefit to me as an artist" ones. It was written for her by management and she was
obliged to accept it. "Isn't it a marvellously vague statement?" she muses. "I think it was
right, in that this is west, so go east. Anyone for a biscuit?"

Pressed, she explains that although she was a principal, she had no leading
performances scheduled. "If I'd stayed, I would have turned into a nasty, bitter person.
So instead of staying and whingeing, I thought, I'm the only person who can make
things happen for me, so I'll take the bull by the horns. And I resigned."

"And Stretton accepted," chimes in Cooper.
"He readily accepted," Wildor agrees.

The months since then have been "80 per cent excited, and 20 per cent scared". She had

spent most of her life inside the Royal Ballet school and company, from the age of 11 to
29, becoming a specialist in the witty, musical, well-mannered ballets of Frederick
Ashton, yet with a disturbing sexual power in the more torrid female roles of Kenneth
MacMillan.

But as we talked, she and Cooper were about to fly to Japan to star in a MacMillan
festival. Now it's Scottish Ballet who have had the nous to snap up this quicksilver
ballerina for Ashton's amorous comedy The Two Pigeons, which previews tonight in
Glasgow and tours Scotland. She and Cooper had hoped to be in it together - they were
asked, and they would have loved to dance this tender romance, with its delicious pas
de deux in which two live pigeons flutter around them. But Cooper had other
commitments.

He has been choreographing a new production of On Your Toes, the 1936 Rodgers and
Hart musical, in which he also stars as the American professor who finds himself in a
Russian ballet company, pursued by gangsters. This is at the Leicester Haymarket, and
if it goes well, he may return to the London West End, which he lit up with Bourne's
Swan Lake and Cinderella in the Nineties. Strangely, at the Royal Ballet he and his wife
were only once cast to dance together, and it was Bourne's Cinderella that united them
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Another plan to dance together has also been frustrated. Cooper has been preparing a
dance version of Les Liaisons Dangereuses, with Wildor alongside him. But the
producer, Katharine Dore, co-founder of Adventures in Motion Pictures with Matthew
Bourne - with whom she has since parted company - pulled out. "Biscuits, biscuits,"
calls Cooper.

Life as a freelance is complicated, he admits. He was anxious when Wildor told him she
would leave the Royal Ballet. "But talking it through, it was obvious that she was going
to be happier out of it." As he has since been starring in the Royal Ballet's Onegin this
season, he has found it "weird" to walk into the Opera House when she was no longer
there.

"I was mainly worried that financially we would be all right if I left," amplifies Wildor.
"When Adam left the Royal Ballet, he had been miserable for some time, and the
change was so great in him when he left that it was an eye-opener. I think I was
enjoying being in that institution, being blinkered but secure. Now I feel differently
about the idea of security."

Doors are opening for her. After Scottish Ballet, she may dance MacMillan's courtesan,
Manon, with the Mexico Ballet - a role in which she is sensational - and next autumn
she will show her witty classical style in English National Ballet's new production of
The Nutcracker, alongside Irek Mukhamedov, another great artist who left the Royal

when Stretton took over. Mukhamedov has a feature role in Cooper's On Your Toes.

For Cooper, the future combines dancing and choreography. After On Your Toes, he
goes to Stockholm to choreograph a musical about Greta Garbo. Come autumn, if On
Your Toes does not flourish, he may appear as the death-obsessed hero of the Royal
Ballet's Mayerling.

And then there is Liaisons simmering, for which Philip Feeney has almost completed
the music and Lez Brotherston the designs. For Wildor and Cooper, clearly, there is life
outside the Royal Ballet. And yet, as their old company takes on a more internationalist
hue, they worry about its losing touch with its native masters, Ashton and MacMillan.
She, in particular, had a reputation as a specially "English" ballerina, an almost dormant
breed now. "Practically every debut I did I was coached by Anthony Dowell or
Antoinette Sibley or Lynn Seymour," she explains, listing the elite of British ballet stars.
"I must be the luckiest girl in the world - who else gets to say that?"

I put it to her that this makes her an exceptional repository of knowledge, a guardian of
secrets of the "English" way that led the world for so long. She agrees that the new
foreign stars at the Royal Ballet are fine.

"But you want to feel proud of the Brits, because they're bloody marvellous, too," she
says. "Another biscuit?"

¢ Scottish Ballet's "Two Pigeons' is at the Festival Theatre, Edinburgh (0131 529 6000), Wed-
next Sat, then tours Scotland. 'On Your Toes' is at the Haymarket Theatre, Leicester (0116
253 9797), May 3-25
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