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Ballet at its brilliant best

Ismene Brown is delighted by New York City Ballet's Danses Concertantes at Sadler's
Wells

By Ismene Brown
26 September 2002 -12:01am
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At last, an evening of unconfined joy at the ballet. It has been a dim year for ballet-
lovers on the domestic front. And here come nine of New York City Ballet's elite to blow

a breeze of American sophistication through the murky air and declare what ballet is at
its best - simply, fine music married to fine moves by a fine mind.

New York City Ballet has been generous about sanctioning freelance activity involving
its master dancer Peter Boal, an artist in whom wondrous elegance, intelligence and
musical expressiveness are perfectly fused. The extraordinary Wendy Whelan is here,
the gentle Yvonne Borree, the rock-like Jock Soto; young, fresh faces, too - dancers
with all the best qualities of NYCB and none of the weaknesses. There is also the ballet
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that recently set New York on fire with talk about a new genius choreographer, an
Englishman.

The four ballets, by NYCB's founder George Balanchine and his great colleague Jerome
Robbins from the 1970s, and two young choreographers of today, Christopher
Wheeldon and Benjamin Millepied, make a deeply satisfying programme, coherently
showing every side of that unique company's character - whip-bodied athleticism,
highly-tuned musicality, encouragement of inventiveness, romanticism and Broadway
zest.

Balanchine's genius held all of these, but it's his marvellous freedom with music that is
the theme of Danses Concertantes, lush, rich dances that grow out of the smallest, most
intimate musical forces. At the evening's heart lies his enchanting Duo Concertant, a
ballet duet apparently improvised to a violin-and-piano duet.

Boal and Borree dance to this intellectual music as if it were Mozart rather than
Stravinsky and infect it with gleaming lightness and jazzy spontaneity. It has a most
unexpected ending, a lovers' farewell that is half Hollywood kitsch, half strangely
momentous.

In the softer, headier romance of Robbins's In the Night, three couples in ball dress
sweep us up intimately into their emotional encounters - some want harmony, some
prefer the excitements of friction - all under the spell of Chopin's piano nocturnes. It's
sumptuous, with all six dancers taking full measure of the dramas.

Another pair, the gorgeous, dewy Alexandra Ansanelli and handsomely brisk Craig
Hall, dance to a Bach flute solo - an unusual combination for the pleasant Triple Duet by
Millepied, a principal dancer in NYCB.

But it is Polyphonia that everyone is talking about. Shortly before Wheeldon made the

Royal Ballet's Tryst this year, he created this dark, astonishing ensemble for four pairs

and a piano playing little Ligeti pieces. It features the astounding Wendy Whelan, a
wiry performer who used to look merely clinical but, in her thirties, has turned
dangerous, seductive, awesome. Her pas de deux with Jock Soto goes with slow,
inexorable purpose into something very shadowy indeed, the climax of a series of
dances whose wit and invention are not to be missed.

e Until Sat. Tickets: 020 7863 8000
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