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Double whammy that toppled ballet boss

The combination of rumour and Lady MacMillan's intervention made Ross Stretton's
departure from the Royal Ballet inevitable, says Ismene Brown

By Ismene Brown
27 September 2002 - 12:01am
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How inglorious. Just two years after the death of the Royal Ballet's indomitable founder,
Dame Ninette de Valois, the company's ballet director departs in a welter of allegations.
But it was a double whammy that ended Ross Stretton's brief reign, just 13 months long.

On Tuesday afternoon, when the Royal Opera House board met, they believed that
there was enough doubt about Stretton's professional relations with junior dancers to
make him an unfit steward, despite the refusal of anyone to come forward with specific
complaints.

And there was also an ultimatum from Lady MacMillan, a fellow Australian and widow
of Sir Kenneth MacMillan, one of the company's two central choreographers, that she
would withdraw the Royal Ballet's privileged access to the MacMillan ballets if Stretton
remained, because he was proving so poor an artistic curator.

Stretton was already under heavy critical fire for his taste in imported ballets, but
matters came to boiling point two months ago, when the dancers took a list of
complaints about his management style to the Opera House's chief executive, Tony
Hall.

Their worries about casting were paramount, but, once the rumour mill had been set

in motion, Stretton was effectively a lame duck. The final shot, however, was Lady
MacMillan's. Earlier this year Stretton told the press that MacMillan's smaller and more
groundbreaking ballets were more suitable for smaller theatres and educational work

than for the main Opera House stage.

This season commemorates the 10th anniversary of MacMillan's sudden death
backstage at Covent Garden, a chance to explore the wide and often controversial
nature of his genius. But Stretton's choice for the season was disappointingly
mainstream.

If this was his attitude for a commemorative season, omens were bad for future,
"normal" years. The Royal Opera House board, facing the possibility of losing the
company's privileged access to the oeuvre of one of its two great choreographers, chose
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the lesser of two catastrophes.

They certainly made the right decision, artistically. Stretton's first two seasons showed
that he had little instinct for either the scope of the job or the character of the company.
If he had carried on, it was reasonable to fear for the loss of the Royal Ballet's unique
character, as programming became blandly internationalised.

However, the dancers' intervention is being seen as critical, though one senior artist
told me yesterday that allegations were unfair and exaggerated. Sir Colin Southgate,
Opera House chairman, who approved Stretton's appointment, did little to quash the
impression, in a BBC radio interview, that his personality was part of the problem.
However serious that is, just as grave was that Stretton was perceived as wrecking the
company's core identity through ignorance.

Of Stretton's new additions to repertoire, some were valuable - Mats Ek and Mark
Morris. But others were nowhere near good enough to elbow out better native work.

The Royal Opera House board are now in a pickle, having claimed Stretton to be a
much-needed moderniser of the Royal Ballet. His failure must be seen as theirs too, and
they did little to encourage him to think more ambitiously.

Earlier this year, when he unveiled the 2002-03 season at Covent Garden, I pointed out
at the press conference that there were now even fewer ballet programmes under him

than under his conservative predecessor, Sir Anthony Dowell. With almost £10 million

in subsidy a year, the 2002-03 season has only 10 programmes, representing a million
pounds spent for each first night.

A root-and-branch examination of the selection process of Stretton's successor is
crucial, with far better-informed people involved. The next selection of candidates
should consist of insiders and stars, neither group likely to repeat Stretton's mistakes.

The "insiders" are a strong group, headed by former principal dancer Bruce Sansom and
TV producer Ross McGibbon, a previous candidate. Deborah Bull, though popular for
her TV work, has been an unimpressive director of the opera house's Linbury Studio
programme, but could have administrative potential alongside Sansom.

The stars should include Mikhail Baryshnikov, 54, a giant of both classical ballet and
modern dance, and the Royal Ballet's French ballerina and Nureyev protégée, Sylvie

Guillem. Both would frighten the hell out of the board, but most ballet-lovers will feel
that excellence is what is needed now at the Royal Ballet, however bumpy the ride, and
not more fumbling mediocrity.
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