
Misguided quest for Nijinsky's genius is a travesty

Ismene Brown reviews The Rite of Spring performed by Kirov Ballet, Covent Garden

Ismene Brown
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The Rite of Spring premiered on May 29, 1913 in Paris, to a riot in the auditorium. It was
caused not only by Stravinsky's incredible, visceral music, but the avidly pagan, oI-
kilter movement that Nijinsky put to it (by all accounts). But Diaghilev, the Ballets
Russes director, threw out Nijinsky's choreography after only seven performances,
though he kept the music.

Not a phrase of that inPammatory dancework was written down. Seven years
afterwards, no one remembered Nijinsky's choreography, though there were plenty of
photographs, reviews and faded memories. This is the material on which two American
professors, Millicent Hodson and Kenneth Archer, "reconstructed" the most famous
night in ballet/music history; they admit they freely choreographed stretches of it.
(They did a similar "reconstruction" of Nijinksy's lost Jeux, recently misguidedly
performed by the Royal Ballet.)

I am not seriously prepared to judge Nijinsky's genius - or the Kirov's performance - on
the basis of this sort of thing. It is a travesty and it makes you believe that Nijinksy was a
fraud, who parachuted on greater talents to create the work that sealed his reputation.
The Kirov's acquisition of this contaminated object is a cardinal mistake, and they must
dump it like a stone.

The costumes are certainly eye-watering; a community of Uzbek carpet-nomads, with
long intricate braids, embroidered tunics and thick socks, set amid surprisingly gentle
hills in Nicholas Roerich's original designs.

But these capers and skips in circles, these demure glove-puppet hands and pigeon
toes, that crone bent double like a Grimm witch, those men shu[ing in acrylic bear
costumes, all this damn docility - is this the infamous Nijinsky revolution? If it is, then
Fokine could have claimed plagiarism of his choreography, and Nijinska would be
considered a greater dance-maker than her brother.

But these didn't happen, so this feeble, faux-naif stuI cannot be what Nijinsky wrote.
With all due credit to the terri_c Maryinsky music-making, no amount of celebrity
ambulance-chasing can bring back something lost 85 years ago.
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On to the gorgeous dancing by the Kirov of Balanchine's Serenade, de_nitely the
highlight of this mixed bill. Like Harald Lander's Etudes, which closes the programme,
this is a ballet made from ballet class; unlike Lander, Balanchine touches the daily
matters of routine with a magic wand, turns late arrivals and trip-ups in class into
events of unforgettable beauty.

Borne on Tchaikovsky's lushly poignant Serenade for Strings, the choreography is
about young girls' dreams, as delicate as Les Sylphides, the classicism tipped with
sudden dynamic, liberated jumps to remind one that this was Balanchine's _rst ballet in
the New World.

Gloriously leading this moonlit piece was Natalia Sologub, her body so expressive and
eager that she dances almost recklessly. She and the creamily grand So_a Gumerova
were perfectly matched soprano and mezzo in the haunting _nal section, Daniil
Korsuntsev and Viktor Baranov two perfect men, and the corps de ballet the acme of
gossamer femininity.

Lander's Etudes (1948) is a cruder sort of construction; a sequence of ballet exercises,
polished up to exhibition standards, set to a strenuous orchestration of Czerny's piano
exercises. But the choreography's no more artistic than a demonstration of a food-mixer
and its whizzbang attachments; see how those feet whisk and beat, mince and dice.

Few men can mince the air like Leonid Sarafanov, a much-hailed young newcomer; but
he's more showbiz, at the moment, than art. Svetlana Zakharova dazzles, but her
gunshot jetes aren't accompanied by witty eyes, and without wit Etudes looks
exhaustingly unintelligent.
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