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Ismene Brown reviews Swan Lake by the Kirov Ballet at Covent Garden

The Kirov Ballet is in London again, opening its season with Swan Lake. Unlike British
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companies, it performs the work not as a drama of theatre, but as a rite unique to the art
of ballet. After the triviality of Australian Ballet's royal-soap-opera rewrite (at the
Coliseum this week), the Russian faith in imagery and seriousness acts like a cleansing
agent on the mind.

Konstantin Sergeyev's 1950 Soviet edition of the original 1895 St Petersburg Swan Lake
removed its mime and ambiguous ending (as in Wagner's G6tterdimmerung, death is
transfigured) and pepped up its dancing, the general effect being to block its more
disturbing ideas and send the masses home happy. This version is still the reigning one
in the post-Communist Kirov, but now - as it was danced by Uliana Lopatkina on
opening night - it shiningly radiates the exact opposite message from what Stalin's
meagre men wanted.

The two palace acts look faded and dated in design, but Igor Ivanov's lakeside backcloth
is still awesome, a forbidding, rocky, sulphur lake where the swans (with their
ingenious mechanical-toy reflections) appear to be the only breath of life.

The images are the plot, the characters set out as symbols. Prince Siegfried has no idea

that, outside his charmed palace, evil has conquered the people and made them slaves.
When Lopatkina performs Swan Lake, I see that it is not a love story; it is a great cry for
freedom, from the depths of hopelessness.

This is not a comfortable reading, and Lopatkina is not a Swan Queen to warm to. The
flutterings of her extraordinary, willow limbs are otherworldly, a warning that she
exists in a different plane to Siegfried, and his idea of love and hers will not necessarily
agree. I find her simply tremendous in this ballet, desperately affecting.

Not only is that physical appearance so huge and remote, but the power with which she
glides through space and holds that spell of poetic unreality, and the fearless eye with
which she sacrifices romanticism for this chill, introverted abstraction, these go
straight to the tragic soul of Tchaikovsky's music. And then, as Odile, she strips away
the softness and lets steel gleam, repellent, cynical.

The tall, handsome Daniil Korsuntsev is there largely to be Lopatkina's prop, and yet his
cheerful, unthinking smile through Act 1 gives one a strange pang - this boy doesn't
know he's unhappy, and it might be better to stay that way. Unfortunately his dancing
was below expectation, especially in the brilliant Act 3 pas de deux, when the Russian
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taste for halting for applause between each stunt also reduced the impact of Lopatkina's
climactic trickery of him.

But the wonder of the corps de ballet survives anything history can throw at it. The
women, in pure white tutus, flock with gently beating arms, delicate feet and exact
discipline. Many of them must be bored sick of being swans, but one hopes they realise
what an astounding effect they make, as we swoon at their unearthly beauty.

e Until July 30. Tickets: 020 73044000
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