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Critic's Notebook
There’s More to Ballet Theater’s Repertory Than Crowd Pleasers 

BY JOHN ROCKWELL

American Ballet Theater, which ended its eight-week spring season on Saturday night, is a great and grand international ensemble, one of the greatest and grandest ballet companies in the whole wide world.

Whether it or any company could be great and grand enough to fill the 3,900-seat Metropolitan Opera House consistently on the highest artistic level week after week is another matter. Ballet Theater needs the Met to certify its grandeur; the Met needs Ballet Theater to plug a two-month hole in its schedule with a lucrative rental. The match is not ideal.

It’s not ideal because in order to attract the requisite masses, Ballet Theater has to program crowd pleasers, and pleasing the crowd is not what ballet is all about. The company cleanses its soul, as far as its New York audience is concerned, with its more experimental, repertory-driven three-week City Center season in the fall. But the balance is off.

Kevin McKenzie, the company’s artistic director, is aware of his problem, but is severely constrained in his options. When he tries a novelty, he sometimes scores a hit. Ashton’s “Sylvia” last season in a Royal Ballet revival production, was a success with the critics and presumably the public, since it was rescheduled this summer. James Kudelka’s “Cinderella” pleased some of us, even with reservations but was dismissed by a few higher-minded critics.

Whether it will return, we shall see; I hope so. But without such novelties Mr. McKenzie is left with the classics in traditional, not to say dowdy incarnations (“Le Corsaire,” “Swan Lake,” “Giselle,” “Don Quixote” last season) or Kenneth MacMillan blockbusters (“Manon,” “Romeo and Juliet”), which have sweep and intermittently beautiful choreography, pas de deux especially, but can look padded.

In recent years Mr. McKenzie has assayed at least one mixed bill pegged to the music of a popular composer (last year Tchaikovsky, this year Stravinsky). The Stravinsky program was a little shopworn, consisting of classics previously seen (Balanchine’s “Apollo,” Fokine’s “Petrushka”) flanking a rather gimmicky version by John Cranko of the inherently gimmicky “Jeu de Cartes.”

Less-than-riveting repertory has one advantage, though; it focuses attention on the dancers, and here is where Ballet Theater continues to shine.

The roster is in transition. Julio Bocca retired last month in a rush of weepy emotion, and Ethan Stiefel has been injured. Mr. Bocca’s virtuosity and charm, and his wonderful partnership with Alessandra Ferri, will long be remembered. I saw their “Manon” this year, and they were so special that one had to wonder why Mr. Bocca was quitting the scene so soon. Julie Kent celebrated her 20th anniversary with the company; she was good as Juliet, better as Cinderella and regal as Terpsichore in “Apollo.”

The two most recently promoted principals, Michele Wiles and David Hallberg, had their chances to shine, the former as Sylvia, the latter in a range of roles that showcased his aristocratic elegance.

This was the season that Diana Vishneva, long admired here, ascended to an even higher level, measured by the general critical response and audience adulation. I saw her Giselle again, and her Odette/Odile, along with the remarkable scene at the opening-night gala in which Manon is passed sensuously from man to man.

Ballet Theater’s Hispanic contingent, honored this season in a nice “Noche Latina,” remains awesome. Erica Cornejo has now decamped for the Boston Ballet. She’ll probably get more of a chance there to dance straight classical roles. But her character dancing and humor will be sorely missed here. The male side might have been weakened by Mr. Bocca’s departure, but with the androgynously compelling Angel Corella, the diffidently masterful Jose Manuel Carreño, the powerful Marcelo Gomes (the company’s best villain, despite his success as Cinderella’s Prince and Juliet’s Romeo) and the acrobatic Herman Cornejo, Ballet Theater can still boast a male contingent second to none.

Not to speak of Carlos Acosta, who didn’t dance much this season. Or Vladimir Malakhov, who is far from Hispanic but who has a highly Romantic aura all his own, echoed if not matched by Maxim Beloserkovsky.

Of the other principal women, I didn’t see much of Gillian Murphy this season, but by all accounts she hasn’t slipped a notch. Paloma Herrera had her ups (Medora in “Le Corsaire”) and downs (a wan Sylvia) but remains a charming and crucial member of the company. Ms. Ferri is as emotionally telling and delicately elegant as ever, Irina Dvorovenko as handsome and detached as ever, and Xiomara Reyes as cute and, as needed, earnestly adept in classical roles (Giselle) as ever.

In the performances I saw, soloists and corps dancers who stood out this year included — aside from Ms. Cornejo — Veronika Part, who seems underused in big roles; Craig Salstein, who radiates good cheer; Sarah Lane, the company’s best Goat in “Sylvia”; and the eternal Frederic Franklin, who at 92 remains a superior stage presence (Friar Lawrence in “Romeo” and especially the Charlatan in “Petrushka”) and an indispensable link to ballet history.

But those are just examples. As impressive as its individual accomplishment is the consistency Ballet Theater now boasts, right down through the corps (the swans in “Swan Lake”; the individuation of tiny parts in “Manon,” which feared nothing in comparison with the Royal Ballet in Boston) and the deftly coached swordplay in “Romeo and Juliet.” 

This is a company that cares about the details, and it shows. Now if it could just minimize the clunky clatter of toe shows on the Met’s stage; Juliet rushing up her staircase at the end of the Balcony Scene sounded like a fleeing clog dancer. Good acoustics have their drawbacks for dance.

Of course the Ballet Theater orchestra profits from those acoustics, and by and large the orchestra sounded very good under its new music director, Ormsby Wilkins. The string complement could still be fuller; it sounded thin in “Romeo and Juliet.” Mr. Wilkins favors all manner of fluctuations of the musical line, no doubt sometimes to accommodate the dancers, more likely to satisfy his own tastes. That sounded very good at times (“Cinderella”) and a little fussy at others. Charles Barker and David LaMarche, the other conductors, are much more straightforward.

All in all, then, a strong spring season, especially for the dancing. We’ll see what Mr. McKenzie comes up with next year: new principals from without or up from within, new repertory to showcase his dancers, novelties to lure the public while honoring the classics, important revivals and company premieres and even, one can always hope, contemporary choreography.

