
Honoring Balanchine in St. Petersburg
Last summer, The George Balanchine Foundation,

in collaboration with the Mariinsky Theatre, the Hermitage
Museum and the United States Consulate in St. Petersburg,
Russia organized a four-day, international symposium
entitled “George Balanchine: Past, Present and Future.”
Many of the great Russian, American and British
proponents of George Balanchine’s art – historians, critics,
dancers and artistic directors – came to the city where
Balanchine’s ballet career began to participate. The
symposium coincided with the opening of the exhibit, “A
Century of Balanchine,” at the Hermitage Museum, and a
week long festival of Balanchine ballets performed at the
Mariinsky Theatre. 

Papers and discussions covered topics including:
“Balanchine in Russia;” “Balanchine in America;”
“Balanchine the Musician;” “Balanchine and the Future of
Ballet;” and “Dancing Balanchine.” Merrill Ashley, a
former principal dancer of the New York City Ballet and
now a teaching associate with the company, taught a
Balanchine master class to members of the Mariinsky
Ballet. The Hermitage Museum exhibited previously unseen photographs and documents about Balanchine’s life and
works. At the Mariinsky Theatre, the Mariinsky and Perm Ballets performed Balanchine ballets ranging from “Apollo”
to “Jewels.” 

Merrill Ashley had a tremendously moving experience teaching Balanchine style to dancers of the Mariinsky, the
company that trained Balanchine and on whose stage he danced as a student.  “I was really struck by how smitten they
were with Balanchine’s ballets, how important they were to them, and the care that they were trying to give the ballets,”
she said.  

The dancers themselves gave her an emotional jolt. “It was like we were made of the same genetic code, like twins
who were brought up in different places. So much of what they did was closer to what Balanchine advocated than when
you go to any other company around the world. The Russians have gone off in another direction, with Vaganova, but the
roots are the same: the old imperial Russian training. It was overwhelming to me.” 

The Russian dancers had trouble dancing as quickly as Ashley asked them to, but she praised their movement
style as “extremely beautiful” and “rich,” especially in the upper body. “Balanchine used to say, ‘You model yourself’ –
you show off, make people look at you and think you’re beautiful – and they know how to do that. Most Americans 
don’t. I think we all have things to share with each other.”

Tim Scholl, an associate professor of Russian at Oberlin College, said that the symposium’s greatest contribution
may have been a deepening of trust between dance institutions and dance scholars. “There used to be a very strong trade-
union idea that if you didn’t dance, you had no place writing or commenting on ballet,” he said. “But by now, former
dancers who have become teachers understand the value of research on Balanchine, as well as the necessity of doing this
work now, while so many of Balanchine’s dancers and associates are still around, and the history is relatively fresh.”

Scholl was also extremely moved by the “emotional involvement, conviction and enthusiasm” of the Perm Ballet
as it performed ballets by Balanchine. “Nothing prepared us for the fine performances the company gave,” he said. “For
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me, it seemed the surest sign that Balanchine’s legacy will not only continue, but will have a life outside the New York
State Theater.”

While noting that Balanchine ballets are “not the favorites” among general audiences in Russia, Elizabeth
Souritz, a dance historian at the State Institute for Research in the Arts in Moscow, appreciated having so many
perspectives on Balanchine all in one place: “It gave you a broader knowledge of the importance of the Balanchine
legacy. I’m sure that most people who attended the symposium learned a lot.” She and her Russian colleagues were
particularly interested in the paper given by Beth Genné, an associate professor of dance at the University of Michigan,
called “From Broadway to Hollywood: Balanchine, Jazz and the Movies.” 

What could come of this symposium?  Several ideas were floated. Makhar Vaziev, Artistic Director of the
Mariinsky Ballet, would like to have Ashley, or someone with her knowledge of Balanchine style, come back and teach
it to his company for a longer period of time. “There are so many little details that you can’t really get into in a week or
two of someone staging a ballet and then leaving,” Ashley said. Scholl and Genné discussed inviting small groups of
dancers from various generations to meet for a few days to discuss a particular ballet and the different ways Balanchine
taught them to dance it.  Ashley would like to keep talking with the Russians about Balanchine’s art, and the problems
each side has staging his ballets: “We just began to touch on these subjects. There’s more to talk about, a whole discussion
that there wasn’t time for.”  

Dancers Remember Balanchine
Karin von Aroldingen, Trustee and Repetiteur of The George Balanchine Trust, as part of the Balanchine

centennial, compiled a book of nearly 90 reminiscences of Balanchine contributed by dancers who worked with him,
including rarely seen photographs. Limited editions of Remembering Mr. B: Master of Five Senses were published
privately last year by The George Balanchine Foundation for distribution to the book’s contributors. In the future, the
Foundation hopes to make the volume available to the general public.

“It took me years to understand Balanchine,” said von Aroldingen. “He had so many faces. Which one you saw
depended on how you approached him.” 

The book’s behind the scenes stories of Balanchine’s multi-faceted personality and complex relationships with
his dancers are illuminating and sometimes charming. Former New York City Ballet Principal Dancer Mikhail
Baryshnikov recalls meeting Balanchine at his apartment in 1978 for what Baryshnikov thought would be an interview
to determine his admission to the New York City Ballet. Instead, Balanchine spent much of the time ironing shirts; the
subject of dancing didn’t even come up. As Baryshnikov left, Balanchine told him, “We’ll go to Saratoga, soon.”  

Former Principal Dancer Judith Fugate tells how, as a child playing Clara in “The Nutcracker,” she gave
Balanchine an ascot for Christmas.  Nine years later, when she was accepted into the New York City Ballet,
Balanchine wore it to her first company class. The book also includes a partial list of the amusing; horsy nicknames
Balanchine created for his dancers at their summer home in Saratoga Springs, a famous horse racing resort. He dubbed
Peter Martins “Danish Blue Martini”; Helgi Tomasson was “Hell for Leather-Nordik Dancer.” The names were stitched
onto actual horse blankets to warm the dancers’ muscles on cool summer evenings.

A few of the stories are not so flattering, but von Aroldingen included them intentionally. “I thought
Balanchine was a God, but he was not,” she said. “He was a wonderful, great, generous, gifted person who had other
qualities as well. Why show one side and not the other? What human being is perfect?”

Other Centennial observances
Other Centennial observances were organized  in which The George Balanchine Foundation was a participant.

Symphony Space sponsored Wall to Wall Balanchine, a highly varied day-long tribute. . . .The City Parks Foundation’s
Central Park Summer Stage presented two free performances by American Ballet Theatre, Dance Theatre of Harlem
and New York City Ballet in Balanchine repertoire. . . .Balanchine’s commercial work on Broadway and in Hollywood
was the subject of two evenings arranged by the Film Society of Lincoln Center. . . . Manhattan School of Music
devoted a three-part program to Balanchine’s contributions to the music world. . . .The New York Library for the
Performing Arts mounted a Balanchine exhibition and sponsored four lectures on topics ranging from the Broadway
musical Cabin in the Sky to “Balanchine in Paris”. . . . Harvard University, in conjunction with the Harvard Theatre
Collection, exhibited rare Balanchine materials and hosted a two-day symposium featuring scholars, journalists, and
dancers. . . .Woodlands High School in Westchester was the site of an evening-long celebration of Balanchine’s
seminal Serenade, which received its world premiere in 1934 on the lawn of the adjacent Warburg estate. . . .  Ballets
Russes to Balanchine: Dance at the Wadsworth Atheneum showcased artwork's, costumes, and archival

 



materials from Balanchine’s activities in Hartford in the 1930s. . . .The United States Postal Service issued “The
American Choreographers,” commemorative stamps honoring George Balanchine, Martha Graham, Agnes de Mille,
and Alvin Ailey, masters who helped change the face of dance in America. 

Documentation of Balanchine’s Complete Works Go Online    
It will soon be possible to research every dance that George Balanchine ever choreographed – online and for

free. In the near future, complete, updated information on more than 425 ballets will be accessible at
www.balanchine.org under the section, “Balanchine Catalogue.” A search engine will allow researchers to look up and
sort the ballets according to 16 types of information including title, music, premiere, cast, revisions and stagings by
other companies. 

The project was funded primarily by a grant from the Jerome Robbins Foundation, with additional funding
from the National Endowment for the Arts and Furthermore: a program of the J.M. Kaplan Fund. Nancy Reynolds,
Director of Research for The George Balanchine Foundation, led the research effort with the help of three additional
dance scholars: Susan Au, Monica Moseley and Robert Greskovic. Electronic Scriptorium, a provider of digital asset
management services, is managing the team of data professionals who are transforming the information about
Balanchine’s choreography into an online research tool. 

“We think this was, and remains, the only catalogue raisonnee devoted to the work of a choreographer,” said
Reynolds.  “Certainly students and dance scholars will use it and we are confident that the dance community at large
will also find it of interest.” 

The online catalogue is an updated, expanded version of a seminal reference book, Choreography by George
Balanchine: A Catalogue of Works, which was spearheaded by Leslie George Katz, Nancy Lassalle and Harvey
Simmonds.  Eakins Press Foundation published the book in a limited edition in 1983.  It was published commercially,
with some corrections, in 1984 by Viking. Thus people who already own the books will find the online version
contains some new information. Warmer relations between the American and Russian ballet communities allowed
Reynolds to include a number of previously unknown “little divertissements” that Balanchine created in Russia from
1920 to 1924. There is also much more information about the roles he danced there. 

Dances documented by The George Balanchine Foundation’s “Popular Balanchine” research project are also
included in the online compendium. Finally, there is a new section on DVDs and videos of Balanchine’s ballets, plus
an updated bibliography and list of Balanchine repositories around the world.

What would Balanchine have thought? He saw a copy of the print book before he died and was pleased,
Reynolds reports. “As you know, he went through most of his life saying it doesn’t matter what happens after me,
either it will all crash or it will go on and be different. But at the end of his life, I think he was interested in
documenting his legacy.” 

Now that Balanchine’s oeuvre has been painstakingly chronicled and made available to the public, is ballet
more likely to be broadly accepted as a serious art form? “Anything that’s a serious work of scholarship is going to
further interest in dance in general,” said Reynolds.

Leotards That Teach
Ballet students will learn about George Balanchine’s masterpieces whenever they shop for practice clothes at

Gaynor Minden, Inc. The New York City-based producer and marketer of fine ballet apparel, has created a new line of
leotards inspired by those used in landmark, neo-classical Balanchine ballets. Represented are Agon, Apollo, The Four
Temperaments and Stravinsky Violin Concerto. Gaynor Minden, Inc. will donate a portion of the sales proceeds from
these leotards to The George Balanchine Foundation.

The outfits and brief descriptions of the ballets are viewable at Gaynor Minden’s Web site, www.dancer.com. In
stores, each leotard will have a hang-tag giving the name of the ballet on which the leotard is based, the composer,
premiere date and something about the choreography. “This is part of the history that every dancer belongs to, whether
they dance professionally or not,” said Lourdes López, Executive Director of The George Balanchine Foundation. “I
feel that young dancers today aren’t getting enough of that history.” 

Gaynor Minden worked on the designs of the leotards worn in these ballets with Karin von Aroldingen and
Susan Hendl, both Trustees and Repetiteurs of The George Balanchine Trust, and with López.

“I can certainly tell you that the trade response has been enthusiastic,” said 
Gaynor Minden, Inc. Chief Executive Officer John Minden. “Store owners in the UnitedStates and abroad are sure that
dancers will be excited for this chance to wear leotards inspired by the great Balanchine ballets.”

 



Balanchine’s Choreography at the Guggenheim
During the 2003-4 season, the Guggenheim Museum’s “Works & Process” series in Manhattan celebrated

George Balanchine’s centennial with four unusual presentations organized by The George Balanchine Foundation in
the Peter B. Lewis Theater located in the Museum’s Sackler Center for Arts Education. Audiences watched while an
older generation of dancers who worked directly with Balanchine in the studio transmitted not only his choreography,
but the motivation behind his movements, to dancers of today.  Frederic Franklin, Maria Tallchief, Todd Bolender,
Peter Martins and Melissa Hayden were among those who showed current members of the New York City Ballet,
American Ballet Theater and Pacific Northwest Ballet how Balanchine wanted them to perform roles from lost
versions of Le Baiser de la Feé and Mozartiana, and from The Four Temperaments, Apollo, Firebird, Donizetti
Variations and Stravinsky Violin Concerto. 

Programs for 2004-5 will be devoted to exploring how the Balanchine legacy is influencing ballet companies
now headed by former New York City Ballet dancers whom he trained and nurtured. Initiating the series, Ib Andersen,
Artistic Director of Ballet Arizona, appeared with his company this past November. Edward Villella (Miami City
Ballet), Patricia McBride and Jean-Pierre Bonnefoux (North Carolina Dance Theatre) and Francia Russell and Kent
Stowell (Pacific Northwest Ballet) will be among the other artistic directors participating, along with dancers from
their companies.  

“I hope we continue to keep Balanchine’s legacy alive and see how it’s developing,” said Mary Sharp Cronson,
Producer of “Works & Process” and an emeritus member of the New York City Ballet Board of Directors. “The
‘Works and Process’ programs seemed like the perfect way to highlight one of our core projects,” said Lourdes 
López, Executive Director of The George Balanchine Foundation, referring to the Video Archives program. The latter,
conceived by Nancy Reynolds, Research Director of the Foundation, sets up the same kind of intergenerational
coaching sessions, which are recorded on videotape and distributed to dance libraries for future generations to study.
The goal is to provide a template of Balanchine’s choreography and performance instructions. 
Maria Tallchief, one of the coaches for “Works & Process,” who appears on several Video Archives tapes, explains just
how important that template can be. “Balanchine was very tactile,” she said. “He would say, ‘In arabesque, your eyes
are one foot above your wrist.’ If you try it, you suddenly become very poetic-looking. In-between steps were very
important to him. He said, ‘Never sit in fifth or fourth position.’ Plié-and-off-you-go. People can’t understand how you
got from one place to another. All these little things are the difference between magic and non-magic. Balanchine
ballet is boring unless it’s done with the magic he created.” 

Please support The George Balanchine Foundation’s important work with a contribution.

Name:__________________________________________________________________________________________

Address:________________________________________________________________________________________

City:_________________________ ______State:____________________ Zip:______________________________

Phone: _____________________Fax:__________________Email:__________________________________________

_______YES!!  I want to support the George Balanchine Foundation.

_________Enclosed please find a contribution in the amount of $____________.
Please increase your support by submitting your employer’s matching grant materials.

________unfortunately, I am unable to contribute at this time.  Please add my name to your mailing list.

The Foundation is a non-profit institution. Your donation is tax-deductible to the extent allowed by law.

Clip and mail this coupon to: The George Balanchine Foundation (BCN)
161 West 61st Street, #1N 
New York, NY 10023


