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Battle of the ballets
Who gave award-winning performances? 

Marianka Swain finds out

Channel 4 documentary about 
Christopher Wheeldon by one 
critic (‘Let’s just call him 
Jeffery’), who had labelled it  
a ‘home video’, Mr Nunn couldn’t 
resist triumphantly showing the 
assembled luminaries their 
International Emmy—‘This is 
what you get in New York for 
making home videos’.

This balance between conven-
tional and modern was sustained 
throughout the event, from the 
range of nominees—which 
included performers from Russia, 
China and the US—to the diver-
sity of performances. As well as 
a pas de deux from Le Corsaire 
by Royal Ballet School students, 
who showed extraordinary tech-
nical virtuosity, there was a 
traditional Indian dance and a 
rousing tap number. 

Christopher Nourse, adminis-
trator of the Awards, was proud 
that this year’s offerings ‘really 
demonstrate the range of talent 
we have in the UK in the world 
of classical ballet and modern 
dance’.

Dance

TWO of the country’s most 
prestigious dance com-
panies, English National 

Ballet (ENB) and the Royal 
Ballet (RB), squared off at the 
ninth Critics’ Circle National 
Dance Awards. The RB pipped 
its rival to the post, with four 
awards to two, but ENB came 
away with the Outstanding 
Company prize.

The RB’s Martin Harvey, winner 
of the Male Artist (Classical) 
award, ruefully paid tribute to 
his rivals, Esteban Berlanga of 
ENB and Eric Underwood of the 
RB, who were pictured on a 
screen behind him in gymnastic 
positions, ‘and there’s me, hold-
ing a torch’. However, despite 
achieving such recognition in 
the ballet world, Mr Harvey had 
his award presented to him by 
Dirty Dancing writer Eleanor 
Bergstein, as he’s going to be the 
new lead in the show currently 
in the West End.

Veteran choreographer Richard 
Alston was a popular choice for 
the event’s highest accolade, the 
De Valois Award for Outstanding 
Achievement in Dance. He paid 
gracious tribute to the Critics’ 
Circle: ‘Critics are called critics, 
but actually they support.’

Meanwhile, David Nixon, art-
istic director of Northern Ballet 
Theatre, was full of praise for 
the ‘pioneering spirit’ of British 
dance; he had been introduced 
to the art form by the ‘evangeli-
cal’ Royal Academy of Dance, 
who seemed to be determined 
‘to visit every ice-hockey town 
in Canada’.

Both presenters and winners 
appeared awed to be standing 
on the famous stage at Sadler’s 
Wells, although such a reverent 
tone was undercut by some 
cheeky hosting from the 
Balletboyz, Michael Nunn and 
William Trevitt. Recalling a 
snide review of their recent 

Performing Arts       

Theatre

IBSEN,’ says Samuel Adamson, 
‘is for all time.’ I’ll drink to 
that. But Mr Adamson’s Mrs 

Affleck, which transposes the 
plot of Ibsen’s Little Eyolf to a 
Kent coastal resort in 1955, 
strikes me as a sadly misguided 
affair. Not even Marianne 
Elliott’s typically bold produc-
tion in the National’s Cottesloe 
Theatre can disguise the gulf 
that exists, socially and tem-
peramentally, between Bergen 
and Broadstairs.

Mr Adamson follows Ibsen’s 
storyline with dogged fidelity.  
In essence, what we see is the 
guilty recrimination that haunts 
Alfred and Rita Affleck after the 
death by drowning of their nine-
year-old son, Oliver. After young 
Olly’s death, all sorts of dark 
secrets emerge. We learn that 
the boy’s lameness was the 
result of parental negligence 
during an act of passionate love-
making, that Alfred harbours  
a secret lust for his supposed 
half-sister and that neither of the 
self-absorbed Afflecks really 
cared tuppence for the boy while 
he was alive.

Family misfortune
Michael Billington finds Ibsen less 

effective when set in Kent
The problem is that a story 

that makes sense in late-19th-
century Norway looks vaguely 
ridiculous when set in Kentish 
kitchens and tea rooms. Ibsen, 
for instance, introduces a sym-
bolic Rat Wife who offers to rid 
the house of ‘any troublesome 
thing that gnaws there’ and who 
lures the boy to his death: Mr 
Adamson turns the character 
into a teenage teddy boy with  
a quiff as if the Kent coast  
were somehow riddled with 
Browningesque Pied Pipers. 

I find it hard even to accept Mr 
Adamson’s main point: that  
a vibrantly sensual woman like 
Rita Affleck was doomed in the 
stifling atmosphere of 1950s 
England. For a start, the old, 
post-war puritanism was just 
starting to break down in the 
mid 1950s. And Mrs Affleck, on 
this evidence, is not the victim 
of society, but of her husband’s 
peculiar sexual hang-ups.

The actors do all they can  
in the circumstances. Claire 
Skinner’s Rita, first seen reading 
Lucky Jim in her kitchen,  
suffers valiantly although sadly 
without any of the humour of 
Kingsley Amis’ hero. Angus 
Wright is all grey, gaunt anguish 
as Alfred, who is unable to finish 
his long-planned book on the 
Bomb. And Naomi Frederick as 
Alfred’s half-sister and Wesley 

Nelson as the crippled Oliver 
are momentarily touching. 

But Norwegian angst into 
1950s Kent won’t go, and  
I was left wondering why 
Miss Elliott, who has already 

done a fine production of Pillars 
of the Community, didn’t simply 

revive Ibsen’s original play.
Until April 29. Box Office: 020–
7452 3000

Tainted love: Claire Skinner 
and Angus Wright play the 
self-absorbed and neglectful 
Rita and Alfred Affleck 

Les 7 Doigts de la Main
Peackock Theatre, Sadlers Wells, 
until March 14 (0844 412 4300) 
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Soon-to-be West End star 
Martin Harvey accepting the 
Male Artist (Classical) award



The face is familiar: Nadja 
Michael is stylish and sexy in 
the dual role of Marietta/Marie
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Stop press Penelope Wilton and Kevin R. McNally will play Jude Law’s parents in Hamlet at Wyndham’s Theatre as part of the Donmar 
residency theres. Gugu Mbatha-Raw will play Ophelia in the production, which runs from June 3 (0870 950 0925)

A rarity revealed
Geoffrey Smith celebrates a spectacular 

opera finally receiving its UK debut
Music

ALTHOUgH Erich Korn-
gold’s Die tote Stadt 
(The Dead City) has been 

called ‘one of the most effective 
operas of the post-Wagner era’, 
it received its first UK staging 
just last week at Covent garden, 
nearly 90 years after its pre-
miere. Perhaps a libretto once 
dubbed ‘germanically morbid’ 
has not been to British tastes. 
But Willy Decker’s production—
previously praised in Europe 
and America—certainly makes 
a persuasive case for the work’s 
dramatic power and Korngold’s 
virtuoso score.

That combination should come 
as no surprise, as Korngold is 
best known for his long career 
in Hollywood (Captain Blood, 
The Adventures of Robin Hood). 
His ability to generate emotion 
in symphonic soundtracks was 
legendary, and that same talent 
reveals itself in Die tote Stadt, 
written when he was a Viennese 
wünderkind of 23. 

The story provides a perfect 
vehicle for extremes of romantic 
passion. Desolate at the death of 
his wife, Marie, the hero Paul is 
obsessed with her memory, turn-
ing his home into a macabre 
shrine. Willy Decker conveys 
this monomania with a near-
vacant room, its black walls 
covered with scribbling, its 
white ceiling prone to tilting 
disorientation.

As Paul vents his anguish in 
keening soliloquy, the real action 
is in the pit, as the gargantuan 
orchestra conjures the tumult of 
mental distress. Conductor Ingo 
Metzmacher delights in Korn-
gold’s extraordinary harmonies 
and textures, a super-charged 
array of chromaticism and colour 
that brings to mind Wagner, 
Strauss, Mahler, Puccini. 

And the expressive palette  
is further enriched as the hero 
becomes fixated on Marietta,  

a woman he believes to be the 
reincarnation of his dead spouse, 
leading to agonies of desire, hallu-
cination and, finally, murder.

Willy Decker’s staging potently 
conveys this intense scenario, 
assisted by Wolfgang gussmann’s 
designs, which encompass  
surreal religious processions,  
a grotesque Venetian carnival 
and a stylish 1920s outfit for 
Marietta. 

In the role of Marietta (and 
Marie), Nadja Michael is thor-
oughly stylish—wilful and sexy 
like the free-spirited dancer she 
is meant to be,  moving with  
a lithe, almost mocking grace. 
Vocally, she is strong and clear, 
if occasionally a little overbear-
ing. But she delivers the opera’s 
greatest hit, Glück, das mir ver-
blieb (The joy that stayed with 
me) with tenderness. As Paul, 
Stephen gould is appealing in 
the same number. However, for 
much of the time, he seems 
somewhat strained, understand-
ably tested by Korngold’s 
penchant for giving Paul lines at 
the very top of the tenor range. 

Some of the evening’s best 
singing and acting comes from 

(From left to right) Jurgita Adamonyte as Lucienne, Ji-Min Park as 
Graf Albert, Gerald Finley as Fritz, Steve Ebel as Victorin, Simona 
Mihai as Juliette and (back row) Adrien Mastrosimone as Gaston

gerald Finley as Paul’s friend 
Frank. Always an operatic pleas-
ure, Mr Finley comes close to 
stealing the show with the yearn-
ing Mein Sehnen, mein Wähnen 
(My longings and fancies).

In the supporting role of Paul’s 
housekeeper, Kathleen Wilkinson 
is impressive as well, and she 

shared in the ovation the Royal 
Opera audience bestowed on the 
whole cast. Their enthusiasm 
augured well for an operatic  
rarity, which, having finally 
arrived in Britain, deserves to be 
heard again. 
To February 17. Box office: 
020–7304 4000


