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The arts tend to be gladiatorial - in the blue corner, the elite, the inaccessible, the
expensive-to-get-into; in the red corner, the populist, the come-one-come-all, the
multicultural people's theatres. We all know - or at least, the tabloid papers tell us - that
one is bad, the other is good.

Sadler's Wells has done something unique since its rebuild in 1998. It has leapt from the
blue corner into the red. When the historically pivotal Islington theatre was rebuilt
with a Lottery grant of £30 million, there was much sneering at "ballet" getting
"people's money". Seven years on, and Sadler's Wells is now the most virtuous theatre in
London.

It manages to be both local and international. It has hosted community events. With its
large new stage, it brings to London the important ballet companies that the opera-
dance houses cannot spare time or aKordable rent for (to come this year, the Cuban and
Paris Opera companies and Adam Cooper's new Liaisons Dangereuses).

It has showcased the world's deSning modern companies, the Bausches and Forsythes,
Browns and Taylors. It gives a St London showcase to the long-deprived Rambert,
Birmingham Royal Ballet and other domestic companies. And this winning formula has
sent its attendances soaring - last autumn 78 per cent, against 65 per cent the previous
year.

Now a new stage begins. This week Sadler's Wells's chief executive Alastair Spalding
announced a risky new development - risky because it challenges the theatre's knife-
edge Snances. For the Srst time since the old Marie Rambert/Lilian Baylis days, Sadler's

Wells is to become a producing theatre, making links to a group of British artists.
Matthew Bourne is basing himself in the Wells again, and one of these days Edward
Scissorhands will actually happen.

In another o^ce, two stellar new occupants: the Ballet Boyz, Michael Nunn and
William Trevitt, who will première Russell Maliphant's Srst full-length creation, Naked,
in June. Jonzi D, the aKable MC who produced the entertaining and very popular
Hiphop Festival last year, is curating another in May, and speculates that at the Wells
streetdance may develop beyond the usual "turns" into true theatre art.

Sadler's Wells is also producing Akram Khan's new duet with his French contemporary
Sidi Larbi, sculptor Antony Gormley and composer Nitin Sawhney in July, and Wayne
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McGregor (whose Random company is already resident) unveils a full-lengther, Amu,
with a John Tavener-commissioned score, in September.

All well and good. Turning the Wells from a mere host venue into a multi-artistic
producing house is true to its origins, and it was always promised in the airy spiels of
Ian Albery, chief executive who redeveloped the Wells, and his French successor, Jean-
Luc Choplin.

Spalding is much more clubbable and friendly to artists than his predecessors, but he's
highly respected as a realist too. However, I wish he didn't have to pretend so hard that
Bourne, the Ballet Boyz and Khan are an adventurous investment. Bourne in particular
is a prize catch, and on his box-o^ce success, he'll be uncomfortably aware, other
people's possibilities may depend.

Perhaps this is why Scissorhands has receded from autumn to, perhaps, next summer.
Will he be able to make as experimental a piece as his superb National Theatre
collaboration Play Without Words in this less Snancially cushioned theatre? I wonder.
It's essential that he can.

In terms of the Wells's still overwhelming reliance on box o^ce, all these plans may feel
like risk. But in the theatre's grand creative history it's small beer. I wish they'd given a
make-or-break chance to an ambitious and developing young choreographer such as
Henri Oguike. The prize of backing from Sadler's Wells would invaluably challenge all
our independent choreographers to make this kind of major scale their aim, rather than
settling for the two-lightbulbs-in-a-300-seater scale so beloved by dance bureaucrats.

Sadler's Wells needs to make that risk central to its demands to the arts funders. If it
can, a sea-change may be on the way.
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