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Guillem intoxicates as Ashton's desperate housewife

By Ismene Brown
07 June 2005+ 12:01am
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Ismene Brown reviews Triple Bill at the Royal Ballet, Covent Garden

The end of a phenomenon is near. Sylvie Guillem's prime-time career with the Royal
Ballet is in its last handful of performances, and, for all her maverick reputation,
Guillem's Ashton performances qualify her as one of the most riveting of his
interpreters.

Now 40, she reads his feminine portraits like fine literature, treating his subtle steps
with loving care, not to blaze her technical brilliance, but to reveal the character
complexities buried in them.

Nowhere is this true more satisfyingly than in A Month in the Country, which closes
the masterful triple bill that concludes the Ashton centenary season.

Rich in romantic music, it places his serene Symphonic Variations between two house
parties of sexual mayhem: Bronislava Nijinska's chic Twenties Les Biches (one of
Ashton's favourite ballets) and the desperate-housewife scenario of Month.

The first cast fields Darcey Bussell as the dippy hostess of Les Biches, Alina Cojocaru in
Symphonic Variations and Guillem in Month, while the second moves Bussell to Month
and stars Miyako Yoshida in Symphonic Variations and Deirdre Chapman in Biches. It
was by no means a clean sweep for the first team.

True, Cojocaru's Symphonic sextet delivered a performance of heartstopping grace and
feeling (not least the young late substitute Steven McRae), but Yoshida was also sublime
in this ballet, blithe and tender: it was a pity that in her cast only the exceptional Ivan

Putrov soared with her.

Les Biches is a hard one. This slyly dissipated 1924: cocktail party was nearly a damn
bore on first night, too prim and imprecise (save Laura Morera's delicious lesbian twin).
Much better was the alternative cast of Deirde Chapman's naughty, peachy hostess,
Mara Galeazzi a perfect Modigliani lady-boy in blue, and the three musclemen led with
fine comic vanity and bravura by Viacheslav Samodurov. This party I could believe in.

As Idid in the world summoned by Guillem's cast in A Month in the Country, Ashton's
1975 transformation of Ivan Turgenev's 1869 play about a Russian wife who falls for the
children's tutor.

Suffocating in her elegant country house, Guillem's Petrovna buries her neglected
passions inside a carapace of sophisticated make-do. She has real affection for the nicely
bumbling old husband of David Drew, while Natasha Oughtred plays her ward Vera
outstandingly as a girl fighting to be noticed, and Vanessa Palmer's maid is sheer
trouble.

In this excitable household, Massimo Murru's romantic boy tutor was more victim than
stirrer. The solos demand more control of his long limbs than he delivered, but he and
Guillem swept the sumptuously poignant pas de deux into a shared dream of
intoxicating harmony. This is how pas de deux are supposed to be, two people as one
against the world, temporary ecstasy to eternal regret.

By contrast, Bussell makes Petrovna very beautiful and docile (and Bethany Keating's
perceptive Vera echoes her), easy pickings for hunky blond Rupert Pennefather, who
comes over ruthlessly, like Michael Caine's Alfie.



It should be fine, but Bussell dances better than she acts, and Pennefather acts better
than he dances. Ashton, of course, needs the ultimate of both.

e Until June 18. Tickets: 020 73044000
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