A BEAUTIFUL TIME
FOR DANCERS A BEAUTIFUL TIME

Reflections on a Golden Age, 1970—1976 FOR DANCERS

Reflections on a Golden Age, 1970—1976

The 1970s were a Golden Age of American dance. Spurred
by the opening of the Kennedy Center for the Performing

Arts and supported most notably by the National Endowment

for the Arts and the Ford Foundation, dance flourished

.‘,

nationwide as never before and, arguably, never since.
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Myriad styles of ballet and modern dance attracted

- i | audiences of unparalleled enthusiasm. This was an era of
L g I | George Balanchine, Jerome Robbins, and Antony Tudor in
‘ i their prime and an age of American virtuosic dancers, such

as Patricia McBride, Suzanne Farrell, Gelsey Kirkland, Helgi

Tomasson, Edward Villella, and Jacques d’Amboise, as well

as superstars groomed overseas, such as Natalia Makarova,
il / 4 4 Rudolf Nureyev, and Mikhail Baryshnikov.

I NN & & I A Beautiful Time for Dancers presents 138 reviews,
interviews, and critical assessments written by George Gelles
for the Washington Star between 1970 and 1976, as well as
rarely seen photographs of choreographers and dancers in
performance, in rehearsal, and backstage, capturing a truly

extraordinary period of creativity in America.

5 ON SA s

GEORGE Gl



A BEAUTIFUL TIME
FOR DANCERS






A BEAUTIFUL TIME
FOR DANCERS

Reflections on a Golden Age, 1970—1976

GEORGE GELLES



© 2017 by George Gelles
ggelles3 @gmail.com

All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by
any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording,

or otherwise, without prior written permission.
Articles were previously published by the Washington Star.

Printed in Canada on Rolland Enviro,
which contains 100% post-consumer fiber;
is ECOLOGO, Processed Chlorine Free,
Ancient Forest Friendly, and FSC® certified;

and is manufactured using renewable biogas energy.

FRONTISPIECE Patricia McBride and Conrad Ludlow after performing in the New
York City Ballet production of George Balanchine’s Brahms-Schoenberg Quartet, 1966.
Photo: Martha Swope / © The New York Public Library.



For Franny and Clark,
the next generation,
and of course for Christine—

sources of manifold pleasures






Contents

Foreword by Melanie Bales ............................. . .. xiii

Preface . ... . XV

PART ONE

Treasures Past and Present

AMERICAN BALLET THEATRE

Ballet Theatre Troupe Lovely in 3o0th Opener ............ . ... 1
Ballet Theatre Whets the Appetite...................... .. ... 2
ABT Inaugurates Ballet at Center ... ... ... ... 4
Ballet Group Prizes Tradition........................... ... ... 6
La Sylphide Indelicate .............. ... ... .. ... 7
Two Samples of De Mille Style ............................ . . 9
A Spurt of Choreographic Genius ... 1
Alas—Only One Lilac Garden. . ....................... ... 15
Dark Elegies Meditative as Pure Comment on Gloom ........ .. 16
Tudor’s Dark Elegies: Gripping and Magical ............ ... . 18
Brilliance in Tudor’s Pillar .. ... .. ... .. ... ... ... .. ... ... ... 19
Tudor’s Pillar of Fire a Brilliant Case Study ............... ... ... 20
Shadowplay Opens Run of Ballet Theatre ........... ... ... .. .. 21
A New Tudor Work That Stands Apart................... ... 22
A Dream of a Coppélia ................ ... ... .. ... ... 24
Baryshnikov: A Symbolic Step ... 25
Superb Odette-Odile ................ ... .. ... ... 26
A Bournonville Classic .............. .. ... ... ... .. ... ... 27

vii



Contents

Wit and Elegance ...
Electric Gesture by a Great Dancer.................... ... ...
Billy the Kid and Other Pleasures........................... . ..
Fancy Free’s Pizzazz Is Classic Broadway . ................. ... . ..
Les Noces Ballet a Modern Pageant ... ... .
New Star in the Ballet Sky. ... .
He’ll Dance No More: Erik Bruhn’s Sad Announcement . . . .. ..
The Most Promising Partnership.......................... . .
A Potential for Greatness . ... ........ .. .. .. ... ... ... ..
Two Different Worlds Make a Smooth Blend ... ... .. .. . . ..
Baryshnikov: Eloquent Potential Realized ... .............. . .
A Union of Flawed Convenience .. ... ... ........ ... ........ ...

Baryshnikov’s Skills Are Akin to Marceau’s............... ... ..

PART TWO

Setting New Standards

NEW YORK CITY BALLET
Why George Balanchine Is Pleased with Himself ...
Lovely Dream of Balanchine .. ... ..
Balanchine’s Bugaku an Absorbing Work. ... ...
Wolf Trap Program Superb................. ... .
A Viewof Two Giants . ... .. .. ... ... .. ... ... ... ... .. ... ..
A Wildly Uneven Festival ...
The Serious and the Funny with City Ballet ............ ... ..
Ballet’s Edison Keeps on Inventing . ...........................
A Violin Balanchine Can’t Play................... ... .. ...
Dance’s Charm Unforced. . ... ... ... ... .. ... ... ... ... ..... ...
One First-Rate Ballet. .. ... ... ... .. .. .. ... ... ... .. ... .. .
Balanchine Captures Spirit of Gershwin. . ................ ... .
Variations, the Latest Oddity from Balanchine’s Fertile Mind . ..
Balanchine’s Elegance Outshines Robbins’. ... ..
Assessing the Balanchine Treasure ... ... ... ..
At a Gathering Full of Fine Performances................ ... ..
Robbins’ Idyllic, Calm Gathering .......................... . .
Goldberg Touches Mind, Heart ............................ .. .

viii



Contents

Outside Time, Out-of-Date .. ..... ... .. .. ... ... ... .. ... ... 79
Concern for New York City Ballet .......................... . 81
Ballet from the Depths of the City ........................ . . 83
Ballerina: A Beautiful Time for Dancers. ................ ... ... 86

PART THREE

A Classical Kaleidoscope

ROYAL BALLET

A New Royal Ballet Takes Shape Under MacMillan ... ... ... 93
Royal Ballet Gives Incomparable Giselle. ................... ... 97
Royal Ballet’s Anastasia . ........................... ... . 98
MacMillan’s Romeo a Flawed Successat Best ............... ... 100
“The More You Dance, the Better It Gets, No?” .. ... .. .. ... 102

STUTTGART BALLET

Cranko’s Finest ... ... .. .. .. . . ... ... ... .. 10§
Stuttgart Triumph: Sparkling Swan Lake ........ ... ... .. . ... 106
A Local Premiere for Voluntaries. ... ..... ... ... ... .. ... ... ... 108
Stuttgart Ballet Is Still Cranko’s........................ .. ... 109

ROYAL DANISH BALLET

Think Royal, Think Danish. ... ... 111
Production FitforaKing ... 112
A Dilemma for the Danish Ballet. . . ... ... ... .. ... .. ... .. 114
Vera Volkova: An Appreciation ....................... ... ... 118

JOFFREY BALLET

Massine Night with the Joffrey. ... 119
The Essence of Sir Frederick Ashton ... ... ... . . .. . . 120
Joffrey Closes Well in Balanchine Work................... .. 121
Aggressive Trendiness from the Joffrey. ............... .. ... 123
Feld’s Meadowlark Hurt by Complexity..................... ... 124
Joffrey: On State of Ballet . ............................ . ... . 126
NATIONAL BALLET
National Ballet Grows by Leaps....................... .. ... 131
National Ballet Shows Elegance .......................... . ... 132

ix



Contents

Doris Humphrey’s Water Study Fine . ................ ... .. . 133
Romantic Giselle Not National’s “Thing”. ... . 134
Beauty Helping, But . .. ... ... 135
Angels or Oblivion? ... ... 138

BAROQUE DANCE ENSEMBLE

Baroque on Wings .. ... 141
Interpreting Baroque Sensibility in Dance ................ . 143
A Work of Vast Charm .. ... ... .. .. ... ... ... 145
Dance as Social Custom Distilled .. ... ... . .. .. .. . .. 146
Old Dance Ideas Metamorphosed by Shirley Wynne .. ... ... . 148

BALLET NACIONAL DE CUBA
Alicia Alonso and the Cuban Ballet. .. ...... ... .. .. ... .. ... .. 151

MIAMI CITY BALLET

Villella Persuasive with Mini-Troupe.................... ... .. 154

PACIFIC NORTHWEST BALLET

Built for Balanchine .. ... .. .. .. . . ... 156

AUSTRALIAN BALLET

Nureyev, Australians Heroic in Two Gems ............. .. ... 158

DANCE THEATRE OF HARLEM
Poise and Promise in Harlem .. .. ... . .. .. .. . .. .. .. ... . . . 159

Begging for Integrity ... 161

PART FOUR

Pushin(q Boundaries

MARTHA GRAHAM DANCE COMPANY

The Graham Greatness ... ........... ... ... ... ... .. ... .. ... .. 167
Martha Graham, Still Potent Force ................ ... .. .. ... 168
The Art of Graham as Autobiography ................. ... .. 170
Impact Undimmed: Martha Grahamat 8o ............. .. ... 171
Graham’s Shift Putin Focus .. ... .. .. . .. .. .. ... ... .. .. 174
Graham Impact on Stage ................. .. 17§
A Dance Goddess and Her Disciples .................... ... .. 176



Contents

MERCE CUNNINGHAM DANCE COMPANY

Cunningham Brilliant in Time Scramble. ... ... ... .. ... 178
Cunningham Troupe a Winner in Tread ... .......... . ... .. .. 179
A Fascinating Dance Event ... ... 181
Cunningham Works Intricate and Brilliant .. ............. .. 182

ERICK HAWKINS DANCE COMPANY
Hawkins Dancers Excellent in Imagery. ... .. 184

Hawkins Group in Top Form ....................... ... .. ... 185

PAUL TAYLOR DANCE COMPANY

Choreography at the Top ........................... ... . . 186
Paul Taylor Troupe’s Big Bertha Stunning ... ... .. 188
Paul Taylor Dance Brilliant and Baffling. ............ ... . 189
Paul Taylor Concert a First-Rate Affair.................... . 191
Taylor’s Noah a Brilliant Piece. ........................ .. .. 192
Paul Taylor’s Beasts Rich and Marvelous .................... .. 194
Paul Taylor Works Brilliantly Imaginative ............... .. . 195
Taylor: Kin to All That Is Vital. ........................ . ... 197
Audacious and Inconclusive . . ........... ... 198

ALVIN AILEY AMERICAN DANCE THEATER

A Dancer’s Tour de Force ........ .. ... ... ... ... .. ... .. ... .. 201
Execution First-Rate in Fine Ailey Works ................. .. 202
Lark Ascends, Mildly ... 204
Alvin Ailey Troupe Brings Strong Show ... .. . 208
TWYLA THARP DANCE
Sensitivity in Choreography. .............. ... . 206
Who Is Twyla Tharp, Anyway? ....................... .. ... 207
Convincing Ballet .. ... 210
Tharp and Dancers Are Innovative and Excellent ... ... .. 212
Ballet Is Spoofed by the Ballet. ............................. .. 213

MEREDITH MONK / THE HOUSE

Revelatory Dance in Ohio .. ... ... . 215

LEWITZKY DANCE COMPANY
Lewitzky Stylish and Vital ... ... ... 216

Xi



Contents
PAUL SANASARDO DANCE COMPANY
Sanasardo’s Works Give Special Delight. .. ....... . ... . .. ... 218
P g

DAN WAGONER AND DANCERS

Wagoner’s Choreographed Humor . ... . 219

GUS SOLOMONS COMPANY/DANCE

Solomons’ Art Saves Repertory Program.......... ... ... . 220

VIOLA FARBER DANCE COMPANY

Viola Farber Group Offers Brainy Works. . ............... ... 221

DORIS HUMPHREY
Well Ahead of Her Time ... ..... ... ... . ... . ...... ... 222

LIMON DANCE COMPANY

Greatness in Eclipse............... ... ... 224

AMERICAN DANCE FESTIVAL

Towering Works, Badly Done ........................... . . 225
JACOB’S PILLOW DANCE FESTIVAL

Classics, Mime, and Some Agitprop....................... ... 228
Pure and Simple Strengths. ... 230

PART FIVE

Dance and the Media

TELEVISION
Mitchell’s Troupe: Harlem Ballet on Television............ ... 235
Camera versus Choreography ... 236
Choreography and Camera ............................ .. ... 238
Beauty and the Beast Ruined by Gimmicks................ . .. 240
Royal Ballet’s Dream Is TV Event Tonight . .............. ... .. 241

BOOKS

The Cunningham Individualities . ..................... .. . 242
Ballet History at Its Best. ................................. .. 244

xii



Foreword

Upon opening this book, the reader will enter the world of concert dance
at a very special time in its history, particularly in America. The figures and
dances from the 1970s described in this collection form some of the most
indelible images in ballet and modern dance up to the present moment.
Fortunately, George Gelles was able to capture many of the era’s significant
performances through his astute and lively writing. How lucky we are to
have this intelligent record of an art form that can both baffle and enchant.

Dance historian Nancy Reynolds has called the mid-twentieth century
“ballet’s high tide,” but the 1970s, in particular, was a fertile decade for
modern dance in the United States and Europe, especially in Germany.
Pina Bausch’s Tanztheater Wuppertal, with its elaborate stage sets and ex-
pressionist approach, provided a sharp contrast to the stripped-down, play-
ful American experimentation coming out of the Judson Church period.
Second-generation choreographer Martha Graham was still active, and
Merce Cunningham and other third-generation dance makers were com-
bining genres and approaches to create new vocabularies of movement. The
influx of Russian defectors such as Natalia Makarova and, later, Mikhail
Baryshnikov was giving American ballet a gloss of international glamour.
The celebrity of the Nureyev-Fonteyn partnership brought ballet into
spheres beyond balletomanes and dancers. At the same time, Balanchine
continued to succeed at the New York City Ballet, with highlights such as
the 1972 Stravinsky Festival; and the American Ballet Theatre expanded
into an international company.

Gelles’” perspective from the nation’s capital while writing for the
Washington Star provided him with a ringside seat from which to view all

the major troupes passing through on a regular basis, as well as some of the
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Foreword

smaller local ones. The opening of the Kennedy Center and its designation
as the second home of ABT were certainly fortunate developments. Gov-
ernment grants offered stability to always-vulnerable arts organizations, big
and small, and allowed them to tour. Gelles was granted interviews with
high-profile figures, most of whom have remained luminaries of dance into
the twenty-first century. As a musician and music critic, he was especially
sensitive to that most important sister art, dance: his commitment to re-
portage for the dance viewer is apparent in his lucid and witty style. He
possesses the rare gift of clear movement description, in part fortified by
his study of Laban theory. The scope of work he viewed during his tenure
at the Star is wide and deep.

Shortly after I moved to Santa Barbara and contacted Gelles through a
mutual friend who knew that George had been considering publishing his
reviews, I read these pieces with great pleasure and a pinch of envy. I was
sure they would be appreciated by other people who loved dance and good
dance writing. Revisiting that era of dance brought me back to an intense
time in my personal history as a dancer in New York, where, at the age of
17, I had gone to study ballet at the Joffrey school and later as a Harkness
Ballet Trainee. I went on to dance at a theater in Germany and eventually
returned to the United States and transitioned to modern dance throughout
the 1980s. As a professor of dance for almost 30 years, I developed an inter-
est in history, wrote two books with colleagues, made dances, and taught
ballet. One of my courses centered on Balanchine, who holds a special place
in my heart.

Gelles’ project not only afforded me a wonderful reading experience,
but it also brought George and me together for many animated discussions
and mutual celebrations of all that great dance! Marcia B. Siegel has la-
mented that the field of dance “lacks infrastructure.” This volume serves as
further armature toward the enlargement of dance and dance writing, and

what a delight it is that we now have it in our hands.

Melanie Bales
March 2017
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Preface

Terpsichore seduced me as I entered my teens.

As it surely was true for tens of thousands of children in and around
Manhattan, a cultural rite of passage was to be taken by one’s parents to The
Nutcracker. George Balanchine set Tchaikovsky’s score for his New York City
Ballet in 1952, when it premiered at the City Center for Music and Drama,
a former Mecca Temple and meeting place for the fraternal order of Shrin-
ers on West gsth Street. To a child’s eye, the auditorium—mneo-Moorish
and adorned with exotic tile and murals—exuded a whiff of the exotic. It
promised not merely an event, but also an occasion.

And Balanchine’s Nutcracker was an occasion, indeed. Despite the New
York Times critic John Martin dismissively reviewing its premiere, the first
full-length production Balanchine made for the City Ballet was, and re-
mains, a landmark success as well as an enduring, endearing introduction
for the young to the dance. Its winning intimacy draws you into a family’s
Yuletide festivities and then sends you soaring to realms of rich imagination.

I'm looking at a souvenir program from around the time of my first en-
counter with the City Ballet, and it’s an extraordinary document. A portfo-
lio of photographs by George Platt Lynes on its covers, front and back, show
three dancers, two women and a man, in poses, I believe, from Balanchine’s
Concerto Barocco, but their silhouettes are strikingly color-reversed—white
showing black; black showing white. Between the covers are portraits from
what now must be acknowledged as a golden age—solo dancers shown cos-
tumed in signature roles. Among them are Maria Tallchief, André Eglevsky,
Janet Reed, Nora Kaye, Jerome Robbins, Nicholas Magallanes, Tanaquil Le
Clercq, Francisco Moncion, Diana Adams, Hugh Laing, Patricia Wilde,
Herbert Bliss, Todd Bolender, Yvonne Mounsey, Frank Hobi, Roy Tobias,
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Jacques d’Amboise, Jillana, and, of course, George Balanchine. Then comes
a selection of production photos and pictures of the corps de ballet, all de-
picted with Lynes’ idiosyncratic, suggestive sensibility.

The seven-week season’s repertory was rich. As well as The Nutcracker
by Balanchine, the company presented his Bourrée Fantasque, Concerto Barocco,
Scotch Symphony, Swan Lake, Tyl Ulenspiegel, Metamorphoses, Prodigal Son, Or-
pheus, Firebird, La Valse, Opus 34, Serenade, and Symphony in C. Works by
Jerome Robbins were Age of Anxiety, The Cage, Interplay, Fanfare, Afternoon of
a Faun, and Pied Piper. Frederick Ashton’s Illuminations and Picnic at Tintagel
also were performed, as was Ruthanna Boris’ Cakewalk.

I’'m naming names and pieces to give an idea of how all-absorbing this
world was in an era before professional ballet became big business. With
its musical kaleidoscope of different schools and styles, its scenic panoply,
and, best of all, its movements and gestures, which knitted together these
various strands into experiences more formidable than those of its compo-
nent parts alone, this was a world of dance with real substance, serious and
sophisticated. It was an era just before Balanchine and the City Ballet forged
their signature style, and although I wasn’t aware of it at the time, there was
a significant exchange of artists and repertory between the City Ballet and
the American Ballet Theatre. When Patricia McBride and I discussed her
work in 1976, she said, “We’re in a beautiful time for dancers.”

For a child already bewitched by music—Euterpe got to me before
Terpsichore, and I spent my teens as a fledgling French hornist, studying
first at Juilliard Prep and then with James Chambers, of the New York Phil-
harmonic—this was a land beyond enchantment.

The names of many of the artists cited above are now hallowed and re-
flect pinnacles of American ballet. Yet in the mid-r95os, before their history
was written, they were not yet blessed or burdened by fame. Occupying a
corner of a local performing arts culture that included a world-class opera
and symphony orchestra and a vibrant theater scene, where Broadway mu-
sicals played next door to dramatic masterworks, the City Ballet was not
yet acknowledged as a national, or international, treasure. It was simply
the home team.

With works by Balanchine and performances by his dancers as my lode-
stars, I began to learn as much as I could about this sister art. Since dance
is inherently evanescent, I knew there was much to absorb; I had to see ev-

erything, read everything, and speak with everyone, from choreographers
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