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The Royal Ballet's new season - a tribute to Frederick Ashton, born 100 years ago - is the
most important in the last 20 years.

Ashton is to the RB what Shakespeare is to the Royal Shakespeare Company, with one

diDerence. While Ashton's ballets aren't always on show, they are expected to be dusted
oD at a moment's notice with gold-plated stylistic accuracy and atmosphere.

His unpredictable range has been amusingly indicated in this Hrst bill, where, set
between two more sober works by others, the rare sighting of Ashton's 1937 light
entertainment, A Wedding Bouquet, reminds us that British ballet owes more to
theatre revue and cocktail party excesses than purism.

It is a collaboration between Ashton and other wits such as Lord Berners and Gertrude
Stein. At a country-house wedding, designed with splendid garishness by Berners (also
the composer), a bridegroom invites all his ex-mistresses. A guest tells us who's who in
Stein's captions.

One old Uame, Josephine, is carried out drunk; another, Julia, dogs the bridegroom
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One old Uame, Josephine, is carried out drunk; another, Julia, dogs the bridegroom
lugubriously, and is dogged in turn by her pooch, Pépé. The popularity of Richard
Curtis/Hugh Grant Hlms makes all this very easy to swallow, especially with such deft
comic performers as Tamara Rojo and Zenaida Yanowsky as Julia and Josephine, and
Johan Kobborg and Alina Cojocaru as the bridal pair.

Still, this is only a half-comprehended show. The glaring defect is the absence of class-
consciousness, and its by-product, individualism.

Anthony Dowell is too dull a guest to have the honour of being the narrator; Kobborg's
nimble but over-comic bridegroom should treat these unfortunate ladies with more
disdain; the toDs should be much worse behaved and the staD more smug and
dangerous. Must it take the restoration of the class system to get Ashton properly
performed?

Thanks to some witty programming, there follows the much more serious wedding of
Bronislava Nijinska's formidably disturbing Les Noces, a ritual prophesying Soviet
tyranny. TerriHcally drilled and movingly individualised performance here, by dancers
and musicians.

But what I suspect audiences will take away is sad pleasure at Kenneth MacMillan's
magniHcent Requiem, a sweeping, painterly vision of mourning set to Fauré's plangent
choral music, inspired by William Blake and with MacMillan's imagination elevated by
the death of John Cranko, his fellow choreographer, in 1973.

Out of its Hst-shaking clumps of people emerge translucent solos, high priestess Darcey
Bussell, Carlos Acosta tremendous as the man seeking transHguration, and Leanne

Benjamin as a soaring dove.

MacMillan may be associated with the pit of human darkness, but here man's attempt to
reach heaven inspired him to images that clutch at the eyes and comfort the soul.
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