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Magnificent Anglo-French entente
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Ismene Brown reviews the Royal Ballet/Paris Opera Ballet at Palais Garnier,

Paris

One hundred years of political understanding with the British - give or take a lamb war
or two - and those culture vultures the French chose to mark the Entente Cordiale's
centenary with a magnificent evening of ballet.

In the almost unfeasibly beautiful Palais Garnier, Prince Charles sat alongside Mme
Chirac, and the Royal Ballet danced alongside the Paris Opera Ballet. Mere red carpet
was not enough; the Garnier's awesome marble staircase was lined with 18 republican
guards in ceremonial dress, and, in republican style, we common folk ourselves made
princely entrances up the stairs.

The balletic entente has been historically cool, with sparse traffic between the two
houses, apart from guest stars. But here, Paris style met London expressiveness in a
three-part banquet, the main artistic function of which was a potted introduction of
Frederick Ashton to the city whose taste he was wary of.

"They'll think it's English goo," he once shuddered about the prospect of doing a ballet
in Paris.

For his centenary year, a nice coincidence, the Royal Ballet served up in excellent form
a long buffet of extracts and pas de deux. Bites tend to focus more on style than
substance, and maybe there was too much sweetness on board, but then we were
diplomatically showing not only a panoply of our stars but inviting theirs to dance him
too.

In fact, Ashton is almost as foreign to London dancers as to Paris's. Alina Cojocaru and
the superb Johan Kobborg in The Dream, Roberta Marquez and the charming Ivan
Putrov in Two Pigeons, Mara Galeazzi and Carlos Acosta in Voices of Spring, are no
more Ashton-reared than Manuel Legris and Aurélie Dupont. But Legris's passionate
Thais and Dupont's magically Ashtonian Cinderella proved that great artists anywhere
see hisriches.

The pearly Dupont and a riveting Isadora solo from Tamara Rojo gave the two moments
when the veil of cultured civility that ballet wears so superbly was torn away, and
Ashton's imaginative art, bold and delicate, blazed.

Paris Opera Ballet had launched the evening with a signature work, the brilliant tutu
tattoo that is Harald Lander's Etudes. It opens hypnotically with spotlights on the
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glorious and world-renowned teet ot thelr corps de ballet, and their poise and gracetul
symmetry was a general pleasure.

But they were slightly unhappily led by Agnés Letestu, a more reflective ballerina than
this exuberant role calls for, and suffering from nervous partnering by the fast-tracked
young star Mathieu Ganio. José Martinez, the other leading man, showed all the elegant
confidence that Ganio needs to aspire to.

The finale was the very cordial Anglo-French understanding that has grown up around
Ashton's Marguerite and Armand, with Sylvie Guillem and Paris's Nicolas Le Riche
supported by Anthony Dowell's twitchy portrayal of Armand's father.

Guillem's uninhibited energy undermines the role's vulnerability, which I fancy she
brought more of when she first did it, and some of the period style suffers too - but the
violence and tenderness she finds with the tremendous, dour Le Riche reveal the claws
inside Ashton's gentility.

The audience that once condemned her when she deserted it for London applauded
and cheered her.
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