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Like The Invitation, Las Hermanas showed MacMillan shining a glaring light onto
secret sexual desires. By 1963 he was working with the Stuttgart Ballet (run by his
friend John Cranko), where Germany's expressionist tradition generated a densely
emotional approach that he relished. He drew from Federico García Lorca's play
The House of Bernarda Alba a plot showing the devastation wrought on a mother
and her five unmarried daughters by the arrival of a virile man as a husband to the
eldest. (The theme of sisters was a favourite of MacMillan's and he often portrayed
siblings in intense relationships.)

The first four minutes of this recent Bavarian State Ballet trailer for an all-British
mixed bill show glimpses of the wired, expressionist style he adopted in Las
Hermanas. Ray Barra, who was the original man at the premiere, is their coach -
the voiceovers are in German without subtitles. (Las Hermanas was last performed
by the Royal Ballet in 1998.)

Ballet.TV "Das Mädchen und der Messerwerfer / Afte…

 

That MacMillan could also create lyrical musical ballet of purely classical beauty
was proved by, among other works, his 1966 Concerto, set to Shostakovich's
second piano concerto. Its slow central pas de deux was inspired by watching Lynn
Seymour doing her warm-up at the barre - she had joined him as his ballerina at
Berlin's Deutsche Oper Ballett, where he was now director. Here, in an extract from
a Royal Ballet DVD, current principals Marianela Nuñez and Rupert Pennefather
dance the movement. (Concerto was last performed by the Royal Ballet in 2010.)

MacMillan explored a more contemporary reworking of ballet movement in three
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MacMillan explored a more contemporary reworking of ballet movement in three
creations where he used music that set words: two choral works and a song cycle,
all associated with ideas of death or mortality. For these he infused his reaction to
the compositions' own narratives, associations and images, rather than impositions
of his own devising, and it led him to find more discreet ways to emote. If a pas de
deux could not be that of two young people discovering love, or two adulterous
lovers breaking up in tragedy, it could instead be a duet of graphically shapeshifting
icons: a dove of hope in the hearts of embattled soldiers, a mother and son pietà.
In Song of the Earth (1965), his two men and one woman became heartrending
representatives of the journey from life to death; Requiem (1976) and Gloria (1980)
both fielded almost painterly ensembles suggesting people protesting against
threat, dreaming of liberation (images not so distant in intention from those of The
Burrow, 20 or more years earlier.

Here is a (rather fuzzy) YouTube transfer by quillerpen from a television broadcast
of the haunting trio from Gloria, using Poulenc's Gloria and musing on youth lost in
war. It's performed by its original cast, Wayne Eagling, Julian Hosking and the
exquisite Jennifer Penney. (Gloria was last performed by the Royal Ballet in 2011.)

Gloria: part 3

The emotional discretion and more ideas-driven movement that MacMillan adopted
in those elegiac pieces added a luscious sophistication to his vividly uninhibited
approach to the choreography of sexual attraction. It was at its most astonishing in
Manon (1974, to a romantic Massenet score), where the magnetic individuality
expressed in this dangerous woman's solo, as well as suave and intricately
mastered multiple partnering, are shown in this film clip of the superb two-part
passage from Act 2 with Sylvie Guillem at La Scala Ballet last year. Guillem, when
at the Royal Ballet in the early 1990s, had storming rows with MacMillan, as they
debated who was the star - the ballerina or the choreographer. This clip made by
gramilano shows that interpreter and creator together shine one phenomenal light.
(Manon was last performed by the Royal Ballet in 2011.)

Manon - Act 2 party variation - Sylvie Guillem

Four years later MacMillan gave male dancers a dream dramatic role to match the
ballerinas' dream role of Manon, when he created Mayerling, about the drug-
addicted, death-obsessed Prince Rudolf of the Hapsburgs. Lost in his fantasies,
surrounded by women, buffeted by Liszt's beetling musical storms, Rudolf is one of
the biggest roles in all ballet, and requires from its performers a scary
psychological courage that very few can fully deploy on stage. Rudolf's story, and
life, culminate in his suicide pact with Marie Vetsera, a ballerina role whose
extreme sexuality and physical elasticity was created with MacMillan's muse Lynn
Seymour in mind.

In this clip taken by Nick Wallace-Smith from a South Bank Show television
programme made when the ballet was created in 1978, Kenneth MacMillan
rehearses the first performers, Seymour and David Wall (whose voice is the first
heard). (Mayerling was last performed by the Royal Ballet in 2009.)
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Occasionally MacMillan could be found on the sunny side of the street - not often,
but when he did the warmth and joyfulness were exhilarating. Though his last ballet
was the harrowing The Judas Tree, his last piece of choreography was for the
National Theatre's musical Carousel. And here is the ballerina Darcey Bussell
introducing and dancing a number from Elite Syncopations, a 1974 party piece
setting Scott Joplin ragtime jazz, which may well endure as long as his more
characteristic nightmares. (Elite Syncopations was last performed by the Royal
Ballet in 2010, and by Birmingham Royal Ballet in 2009.)

MacMillan Kenneth Elite Syncopations Darcey Bussell…

Listen to MacMillan talking about his career in 1983 in a Desert Island Discs radio
interview with Roy Plomley on BBC Play it Again.

The Royal Ballet performs Concerto, Las Hermanas and Requiem at the
Royal Opera House, London tomorrow evening, 17 November, with further
performances on 21, 27, 29 & 30 November and 5 December

Further information about Sir Kenneth MacMillan
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Submitted by waldteufel (not verified) on Tue, 11/12/2012 - 12:12.

Great article but why, Ismene, like many other critics is there never a
mention of Anastasia - to my mind a stupendously powerful work.
Seeing it with Lynn Seymour in the astonishing designs of Barry Kay is
an experience I'll never forget.

reply

Submitted by Ismene Brown (not verified) on Tue, 11/12/2012 - 15:33.

I agree about Anastasia, even in its 3-act version I found it
revolutionary, though less so the 2004 posthumous rewrite which I
fear sabotaged its future. But this was a youtube-dependent
feature & there isn't any Anastasia footage that I could find.

reply

Submitted by MauriceC (not verified) on Thu, 22/11/2012 - 15:34.

BRB danced "The Burrow" in 1991 and SWRB regularly danced"Las
Hermanas" in 70s.

reply

Submitted by Jann (not verified) on Fri, 16/11/2012 - 19:49.

It's unlikely that MacMillan's Burrow had anything to do with Kafka's
story, other than borrowing its title to deflect attention from Anne
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story, other than borrowing its title to deflect attention from Anne
Frank's attic. Kafka's story is not about rabbits, contrary to MacMillan's
claim. It's about a solitary, paranoid mole - probably Kafka himself,
dying of TB.

reply

Submitted by wulff (not verified) on Fri, 16/11/2012 - 16:16.

Gloria is danced to music by Francis Poulenc, not Fauré.
reply

Submitted by Ismene Brown (not verified) on Fri, 16/11/2012 - 19:32.

Of course it is, thanks, amended. Too late at night. Mixing Gloria
and Requiem.

reply

Submitted by mijosh (not verified) on Fri, 16/11/2012 - 12:13.

Elite Syncopations was in fact last danced by the Royal Ballet in April
2010 not 1994.

reply

Submitted by Ismene Brown (not verified) on Fri, 16/11/2012 - 16:03.

Thanks, Mijosh, amended. I got the date off the RB performance
database, which confusingly has two separate date lists. I should
have searched my own reviews database & would have found the
right one.
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