
It's tutus at dawn at the English Ballet
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The English National Ballet has never staged a drama like this. The company, which is
more normally associated with the serene spectacle of ballerinas =oating across the
stage, has been trans>xed by a bitter row over whether it should stage "dumbed-
down"classics or "arty-farty" avant-garde productions.

Matz Skoog, the ENB's new Swedish director, has publicly accused the company of
dumbing-down for a decade to the point where its dancers just have to "kick up their
legs and look cute".

His illustrious predecessor Derek Deane is enraged by the criticism and yesterday told
The Telegraph that Mr Skoog is endangering the ENB's future with his "naive and
foolish" dreams of artistic freedom.

The savage row, which goes to the heart of ballet's >nancial survival in the 21st century,
could require the intervention of the ENB's board or even the Arts Council, which
funds the group and has a sizeable in=uence over its artistic direction.

The row began when Mr Skoog, the former director of New Zealand Ballet, who took
over the ENB at the end of last year, said last week that he was planning to change the
entire direction of its performances.

"There has been a dumbing-down at the ENB for the last 10 years and now we need to
raise our intellectual game," he said in a newspaper interview last week.

"The expectation has been for the dancers to kick up their legs and look cute. They
have had very few opportunities to be grown-up artists."

Mr Skoog, 45, admitted that he had still to persuade the board of the English National
Ballet, which had delighted in the success achieved by Mr Deane, to make the company
more adventurous.

"They want the quick >x of success. But any new work is a risk - that is what makes it
art," he said. "We need to let go a little bit of our security, to step out into the unknown."

Mr Deane, however, who has been feted for reversing the fortunes of the company with
a string of popular blockbusters and productions in his eight years as ENB director,
angrily replied that the criticism was unjusti>ed and incorrect.
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With the public opening this week of his lavish production of Swan Lake, to ecstatic
reviews, Mr Deane said that his vision of ballet was "spreading the word in a a dying art
form".

He told The Telegraph: "The ENB only survives on the amount of people that go to see
its ballets, and when 80 per cent of the audience likes Swan Lake or Sleeping Beauty
what do you do? Ignore the public and go full-pelt for the artistic integrity of new
ballets and watch the company go dead within two years?

"This idea that it's been all tutus and tiaras is rubbish and very unfair. I don't think
staging the big ballets is dumbing down at all - they're spreading the word in a dying art
form."

Mr Deane, 46, a former dancer with the Royal Ballet who was awarded an OBE in the
Queen's Birthday Honours list last June, resigned from the company last year on health
grounds. While he was in the job, however, he became the darling of the company's
board.

He drilled his dancers aggressively, and was dubbed "Ballet's Mister Showbiz" for
packing 5,000 people a night into the Royal Albert Hall to see such classics as Sleeping
Beauty.

In one year alone - 1998 - he staged 43 Nutcracker Suites, guaranteeing healthy ticket
sales for the performances. Mr Deane said that Mr Skoog was being "incredibly naive"
in his statements.

"It's naive and foolish to think you can walk into a company and verbalise about artistic
freedom, when it's all a question of how much money is available. Fifty per cent of the
time I wasn't able to bring in ballets I wanted because I didn't have the money," he said.

Mr Deane added that he was angered by the suggestion that his reign had been a failure:
"The company had massive success over the eight years I was director. I feel I saved the
company from closing.

"When I started we were playing to houses that were just 30 per cent full; when I left
they were 85 to 90 per cent full. My predecessor left the company with an £800,000
overdraft, and it took me four years to get that back. If Skoog is not careful, and goes
down the arty-farty road, he'll do the same thing."

The English National Ballet was established in 1950 by Alicia Markova and Anton Dolin.
It was set up as a touring company and has no permanent home, although it performs
regularly at the Royal Albert Hall and the London Coliseum.

It receives a £5 million annual grant from the Arts Council, and is also funded by
sponsorship and box-occe receipts.

Mr Skoog is one of a number of foreigners who currently dominate the British ballet
scene. Ross Stretton, an Australian, now directs the Royal Ballet and David Nixon, a
Canadian, is in charge of the Northern Ballet.

Ismene Brown, the ballet critic of The Telegraph said: "The ENB is obliged to be
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Ismene Brown, the ballet critic of The Telegraph said: "The ENB is obliged to be
populist because that is its role as far as the Arts Council, which gives it money, is
concerned. And Derek is a great showman and was therefore suited to that job.

"However, it is easy to misrepresent Derek Deane. There is a dumb side but also a very
classy side. The dumb side got more showing because that is what the board of the ENB
wanted.

"It is more interfering than the board of any other ballet company in Britain, and, I
suspect, try as he might, Matz Skoog will have dicculty in un-dumbing it, for that
reason alone."

The English National Ballet will stage the world's biggest ever performance of Swan
Lake this Wednesday when 120 dancers will perform in the round at the Royal Albert
Hall in central London - in a production devised by Mr Deane.
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