Michael Corder

Monday 9th July 2007

Crown Court Church of Scotland Hall, London W.C.2.

Robin Key, Chairman, welcomed a return visit from the distinguished choreographer Mr Michael Corder, who is at present working on his latest production: "The Snow Queen" with English National Ballet.

Michael began by bringing us up to date on the progress of his ballet "The Snow Queen", which he has been working on with ENB since March. He has had a short break while the company danced "Swan Lake" at the Albert Hall and has now gone back to rehearsals, and told us about the stage he had reached in the story of the ballet. He described what it is like for him as a choreographer, who plans the structure of his ballets meticulously, to come face to face with dancers in the studio and actually create the choreography on them, which may lead him to make some alterations in his visualisation of the ballet. Things do not always go as planned, and he has had to do some re-structuring to get exactly what he wants. During rehearsals, dancers are working on other ballets, including "Swan Lake" for Versailles, so his rehearsals have to be slotted in when dancers and times are available.

“The Snow Queen" is a demanding ballet for several reasons. As Michael pointed out, there has been no production of this story ballet for many years and it is not a familiar plot (e.g. like Cinderella, Romeo and Juliet). He has adapted the story slightly and said that unlike the well known ballets which concentrate on a few people, it has many big scenes for large numbers of dancers, which must be carefully composed so that there is not a series of climaxes on top of each other. He has worked on the scenario to create a three act ballet with a coherent dramatic plot, though cutting some characters and some sections, to make it work in balletic terms. The music by Prokofiev is large scale symphonic music, which calls for appropriate large scale choreography for the corps de ballet. Michael heard Prokofiev's music for "The Stone Flower" some years ago, though he had not seen the ballet, and after much thought decided that it was the ideal music, though the whole score as composed needed some re-arrangement to suit the ballet.

Michael had considered "The Snow Queen" ballet for some years before he brought it to ENB as a complete project, using Mark Bailey as designer and with the Prokofiev music. It is a big investment for the company and he is glad to say that they liked it and approved of the production.

Michael then explained how the Prokofiev score for this ballet was arranged, using some other pieces by Prokofiev as inserts in places to expand the score. These include excerpts from "War and Peace", "Summer Night" suite from one of his operas and the scherzo from the Fifth Symphony. Julian Philips then arranged the score for the ballet from this music, with the consent of the Prokofiev estate. Michael briefly explained the complications involved in getting permission from the different music publishers and estate, and they all finally agreed. For Michael, the most important thing for any ballet is the score, because without a great score the ballet will not last, regardless of the choreography.

Producing a company ballet involves casting, and although Michael had worked with ENB in the past, there have been changes in personnel and he did not know all the dancers. Michael comes to the rehearsal studio knowing the score in detail and the structure, but does not create the actual choreography until he meets the dancers. He described some of the large scale numbers and how he moves the cast about the stage, - like a jigsaw puzzle! He has clear ideas of what he wants to do, but sometimes finds it is not possible for the dancers and adjustments must be made. There are time constraints in the dancers' working day, and he can find himself working on several different numbers out of sequence on the same day. The stage design is progressing well, with the usual financial difficulties, as there are many scenes in this large scale work. After the summer break, rehearsals restart for about six weeks before the premiere and Michael is trying to finish the ballet before the company's summer break.

Robin then mentioned "Melody on the Move" and asked how Michael came to choose that particular music. He likes all classical music and by chance heard one of the melodies played in a record shop and remembered the tune from childhood. Further investigation led him to buy the British Light Music albums and in due course he listened to all of them and selected the numbers he needed for the ballet. It has been a great success everywhere, - even in Spain where they don't have carpet sweepers! This is a demanding classical ballet, even though light in mood, and appeals to people of all ages. Michael has been producing his ballets on many foreign companies to great acclaim and enjoys seeing other dancers bring something different to his choreography.

Going back to the beginning of Michael's career, his first memory was being taken to "Aladdin" aged about 3 or 4, and just loving the ballet and wanting to join in. He lived opposite the Nancy Robinson School in Streatham, and began lessons aged 4 and continued to dance non-stop at home. He danced to the test-card on television or any music he heard, as music is what has always inspired him. He eventually did RAD grades and won a scholarship to White Lodge aged 10. He was very lucky at that time because Inner London Education Authority funded scholarships were available, as otherwise his parents could not have afforded to send him to the Royal Ballet School. He did one year in the Upper School, and was accepted into the Royal Ballet. He then danced for a season with Dutch National Ballet, Sadler’s Wells Royal Ballet, Joffrey Ballet in New York as a principal, and then back to Covent Garden. Dancing with these companies broadened his experience of different repertoires and styles. He also danced with the Royal Danish Ballet and was coached by Kirsten Ratov and Fleming Ryberg in Bournonville. He has guested with Australian Ballet, and in the UK with Scottish Ballet and Northern Ballet, and has had twenty years as a dancer in a very successful wide-ranging career.

Michael then answered questions from the audience about the adaptation of the Prokofiev music for the piano score of the "The Snow Queen", and the arrangement of the orchestral score for the ENB orchestra. This ballet is a departure for Michael as it is an original work, not based on a well known story but using music already composed for a different purpose. He would really love to create a completely original ballet with a commissioned score. In fact, he has already created such a ballet - "Les Liaisons Dangereuses" - to an original score which unfortunately was cancelled before the premiere, due to financial difficulties in ENB at the time, though the ballet was originally proposed for Covent Garden. We all hope the opportunity will come to see this ballet. He works with Andria Hall as assistant, and also uses video for "The Snow Queen" rehearsal records. Regarding Artistic Directorship, he considers that directing a company now involves huge amounts of administration and finance management, which can take up a great deal of time. However, he would very much like to direct a classical ballet company, as long as it left enough time for choreography. He works free-lance and needs his own time to concentrate on what he does without distractions.

Future plans include "La Baiser de la Fée" for BRB's Stravinsky festival, a revival of his "Romeo and Juliet" in Oslo, Stravinsky's "Orpheus" for the Royal Ballet of Flanders, and for the Royal Ballet a revival of "L’lnvitation au Voyage".

We all look forward greatly to seeing more of Michael's choreography in this country in the future and wish him every success with "The Snow Queen". The evening ended with the presentation of champagne and enthusiastic applause from LBC members for such an interesting evening.

