



[image: image]






    

      

          

         
 

         

            

               
[image: ]

               


            


            THE ROYAL BALLET
 

            75 Years
 

            ZOË ANDERSON

            


         
 

         
[image: alt]

         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            For Mary Clarke and Alastair Macaulay


         
 

         

         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            List of Illustrations


         
 

         

            PLATE SECTION ONE

            
 

            1 Apparitions Robert Helpmann and Margot Fonteyn

            
 

            2 The Sleeping Princess, 1939

            
 

            3 Constant Lambert with Margot Fonteyn

            
 

            4 Ninette de Valois in class with Beryl Grey and others

            
 

            5 Hamlet Margot Fonteyn and Robert Helpmann

            
 

            6 Le Lac des cygnes, 1943

            
 

            7 The Sleeping Beauty, 1946

            
 

            8 La Fille mal gardée Nadia Nerina and the corps de ballet

            
 

            9 Marguerite and Armand Margot Fonteyn and Rudolf Nureyev 

            
 

            10 Frederick Ashton coaching Lesley Collier

            
 

            11 Nicholas Georgiadis, Kenneth MacMillan and Lynn Seymour

            
 

            12 The Invitation with Lynn Seymour and Desmond Doyle

            
 

            13 The Dream Antoinette Sibley, Anthony Dowell and Alexander  Grant 

            
 

            14 Song of the Earth Donald MacLeary, Anthony Dowell and  Monica Mason

            
 

            15 Cinderella with Svetlana Beriosova

            
 

            

                


            
 

            PLATE SECTION TWO

            
 

            1 Romeo and Juliet Alessandra Ferri

            
 

            2 Anastasia

            
 

            3 Elite Syncopations Vergie Derman and Wayne Sleep

            
 

            4 Cinderella Tetusya Kumakawa as the Jester

            
 

            5 Publicity shot, Sarah Wildor as Ondine

            
 

            6 Scènes de ballet Viviana Durante and Errol Pickford

            
 

            7 Winter Dreams Irek Mukhamedov and Darcey Bussell

            
 

            8 The Judas Tree Irek Mukhamedov, Mara Galeazzi and  Edward Watson

            
 

            9 Ondine with Miyako Yoshida

            
 

             

            10 Giselle Johan Kobborg and Alina Cojocaru

            
 

            11 Requiem Leanne Benjamin and Carlos Acosta

            
 

            12 Daphnis and Chloë Federico Bonelli and Alina Cojocaru

            
 

            13 Les Noces Zenaida Yanowsky

            
 

            14 La Sylphide Ivan Putrov, Laura McCulloch and Yuhui Choe

            
 

            15 Manon with Tamara Rojo, José Martín and Genesia Rosato

            
 

            

                


            
 

            CHAPTER HEADINGS

            
 

            Chapter 1
 

            a) Ninette de Valois, founder of the Royal Ballet

            
 

            b) The Academy of Choreographic Art, advertisement from The Dancing Times

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Chapter 2
 

            a) Checkmate June Brae and Harold Turner

            
 

            b) Les Rendezvous Alicia Markova

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Chapter 3
 

            a) The Sadler’s Wells Ballet in Brussels, January 1945. Left to  right: Moira Shearer, Alexis Rassine, Margot Fonteyn, Douglas  Stewart, Pamela May, Elizabeth Kennedy, Eric Hyrst.

            
 

            b) Dante Sonata June Brae, Robert Helpmann, Michael Somes and  the corps

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Chapter 4
 

            a) The reopening of Covent Garden, 20 February 1946

            
 

            b) Symphonic Variations. Left to right: Margot Fonteyn, Henry  Danton, Pamela May, Michael Somes, Moira Shearer, Brian Shaw.

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Chapter 5
 

            a) The Firebird Margot Fonteyn

            
 

            b) Birthday Offering Svetlana Beriosova, Rowena Jackson, Elaine  Fifield, Margot Fonteyn, Nadia Nerina, Violetta Elvin, Beryl Grey

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Chapter 6
 

            a) Georgina Parkinson, Antoinette Sibley, Monica Mason,  Vyvyane Lorrayne, Ann Jenner, Deanne Bergsma, Jennifer Penney. 

            
 

            b) The corps de ballet in La Bayadère

            
 

            

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Chapter 7
 

            a) Dances at a Gathering. Back row: Lynn Seymour, Michael  Coleman, Jerome Robbins, David Wall, Monica Mason. Centre:  Rudolf Nureyev and Laura Connor. Front row: Ann Jenner,  Anthony Dowell, Antoinette Sibley

            
 

            b) Mayerling Gerd Larsen and Merle Park

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Chapter 8
 

            a) Gloria Julian Hosking and Jennifer Penney

            
 

            b) La Bayadère Bryony Brind, Ravenna Tucker and Fiona  Chadwick

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Chapter 9
 

            a) Kenneth MacMillan rehearsing Darcey Bussell and Jonathan  Cope in The Prince of the Pagodas

            
 

            b) Steptext Adam Cooper and Deborah Bull

            
 

            

                


            
 

            Chapter 10
 

            a) Sylvia Marianela Nuñez and Rupert Pennefather with Sarah  Lamb and Deirdre Chapman

            
 

            b) Tryst Darcey Bussell and Jonathan Cope

            


         
 

         

         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            Acknowledgements


         
 

         I have received help and advice from many people in the writing of this book. Dancers, musicians, critics, historians, staff and friends were generous in answering my questions, making suggestions and passing on their memories.

         
 

         My first thanks are to the people who worked in or with the Company: Lionel Alberts, John Bakewell, Monica Beck, Joan Benesh, Deborah Bull, Lesley Collier, Jonathan Cope, Anthony Dowell, David Drew, Julia Farron Rodrigues, Beryl Grey, Jeanetta Laurence, Brenda Last, Thomas Lynch, Donald MacLeary, Deborah MacMillan, Monica Mason, Pamela May, Merle Park, Georgina Parkinson, Vanessa Palmer, Helen and David Quennell, Genesia Rosato, Anthony Russell-Roberts, Lynn Seymour, Antoinette Sibley, John Tooley, David Wall and Peter Wright.

         
 

         At the Royal Opera House, Janine Limberg was tireless in arranging and suggesting interviews. I would also like to thank Simon Magill, Anne Bulford, Katie Town and Georgie Perrott.

         
 

         I would like to record my gratitude to the staff of the Royal Ballet Archives, particularly Francesca Franchi, Julia Creed, Rachel Hayes and Tom Tansey. I also wish to thank the librarians and archivists of the Theatre Museum, Laban and the Royal Academy of Dance. Jane Pritchard, of the Rambert Archives and the Theatre Museum, was exceptionally generous in giving me access to her own archive, and in reading and correcting some of the manuscript. Jon Gray, at the Theatre Museum and at The Dancing Times, advised on sources and photographs, correcting the final proof with great care and kindness. Clement Crisp made invaluable suggestions. Gail Monahan and Meredith Daneman read portions of the manuscript, making essential comments.

         
 

         I would like to thank Gavin, Maggie and Leo Anderson, Patricia Daly, Sarah Frater, Robert Gottlieb, Robert Greskovic, Clare Jackson, Laurie Lewis, Claire Lindsay, Barbara Newman, Jann Parry, Joan Seaman, David Vaughan and Sarah Woodcock for all their help and support.

         
 

         I wish to thank my agent, Michael Alcock, and my editor, Belinda Matthews. At Faber and Faber, I would also like to thank Elizabeth Tyerman and Kate Ward.

         
 

         Finally, I thank Mary Clarke and Alastair Macaulay, both critics, historians and friends. Mary Clarke, editor of The Dancing Times and author of the invaluable history of the Company’s first twenty-five years, made vital introductions, suggestions and criticisms, and permitted me to consult and quote her correspondence. Alastair Macaulay, most generous and scrupulous of readers, took infinite care in reading, correcting and commenting on the manuscript. He also allowed me to consult the proceedings of the RAD Fonteyn conference ahead of publication, and lent me enough rare books and recordings to fill two taxis. This book is dedicated to both of them with gratitude and love.

         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            ONE

            
 

            Preparation 
 1926–31 

            
 

            

               
[image: ] 

                  PREVIOUS PAGE Ninette de Valois, founder of  The  Royal Ballet, in 1949: © Gordon Anthony   Collection, The Theatre Museum, V&A Images 

                  
 

                  

               


            


         
 

         
 

         
   

         

            
[image: ] 

                ABOVE The Academy of Choreographic Art,    advertisement from the Dancing Times:    by courtesy of Dancing Times, January 1928   

               
 

               

            


         
 

         
 

         
 

         

         
 

          
 

         The Royal Ballet’s seventy-fifth anniversary falls on 5 May 2006. The Company hasn’t always counted its birthdays correctly: its founder, Ninette de Valois, once held a coming-of-age celebration in the wrong year. What can’t be miscounted is how much de Valois achieved, how quickly. She built a company from scratch, taking it to world-conquering fame in less than two decades. Her methods have shaped not just British ballet but companies across the world: directly, through the troupes founded or led by Royal Ballet dancers, and indirectly through the image of the Company.

         
 

         From very early on, The Royal Ballet was a repertory ballet company. It took works from the past, from other traditions, while creating its own new choreography. De Valois’s model helped to shape ballet in the twentieth century and beyond. She and her successors created a repertory that is one of the richest in the world, including classic stagings of ballets from the nineteenth century and the Diaghilev era. Frederick Ashton and Kenneth MacMillan were the Company’s own defining choreographers, spending most of their creative lives with The Royal Ballet. Dancing these works, the Company developed its own distinctive accent, with clear musicality and a strong sense of drama.

         
 

         Maintaining a tradition can be as hard as founding it. The Royal Ballet’s toughest moments have come in the last twenty-five years. Its standards and identity have been threatened. This history concerns survival as well as growth, decline and recovery as well as influence. It was written at a time of optimism and excitement. Under Monica Mason, the Company has been rediscovering a neglected past; as I wrote, ballets I had been researching were brought back to the theatre. A new generation of dancers has responded to their challenges of technique, style and authority.

         
 

         

            *


         
 

          

         Ninette de Valois was a formidable, charming and contradictory woman: far-sighted, ruthless and selfless. She was a disciplinarian who adored rebels, an Irishwoman who founded a pillar of the British establishment. She built a highly organised system, and she loved upsetting apple carts. After visiting Russia, she came straight back to her own school and taught her teachers new steps and methods, re-examining her own basic principles. She was always ready to change her mind.

         
 

         Her company and her school had several name changes before settling down as The Royal Ballet, but de Valois never put her own name above the title. ‘It is the belief of the present Director,’ she said sternly in 1932, ‘that if the ballet at Sadler’s Wells does not survive many a Director, then it will have failed utterly in the eyes of the first dancer to hold that post.’1 Her planning was always long-term, always for the sake of the Company. For her eightieth birthday, the Friends of Covent Garden held a lunch in her honour. Many of her ballerinas were seated at the main table: Moira Shearer, Beryl Grey, Nadia Nerina, Svetlana Beriosova, Lynn Seymour, Antoinette Sibley and others. When de Valois thanked the Friends, she spoke in an Irish accent: the voice of her childhood came through in moments of emotion. Yet she didn’t dwell on herself, or on the celebrations arranged for her. Within minutes, she was speaking of conditions at Covent Garden, of the Company’s wants for the future: ‘We need better dressing rooms!’ Members of her audience found themselves in tears. Every ballerina was wiping her eyes. De Valois’s unselfish care for her company was movingly practical.2

         
 

         She was superbly pragmatic. John Tooley, who worked with her at Covent Garden from the 1950s, remembers how clearly she would set out her plans, all leading firmly in a chosen direction. ‘Then something would happen which caused her to deviate. She would say, “I can’t miss that opportunity. I know it’s not quite in the direction we talked about, but it’s taking us forward.” She was so much like that.’ Throughout her career, de Valois would turn her chances to account. ‘Circumstances thrust a lot on you,’ she wrote serenely, ‘and when they arise you simply meet their demands.’3

         
 

         At first, de Valois was the ballerina of her own company, but she regularly put herself second cast after visiting dancers. Having started as chief choreographer, she gradually stepped aside in favour of Ashton and others. There was nothing she loved more than choreography, she said in a late radio interview, ‘but it would have been quite wrong, because I hadn’t all that talent. Nothing like the talent of an Ashton … I was more cut out to help in the English picture in the line I followed, so I say choreography of the general scene.’4 In 1959, she planned one last ballet, The Lady of Shalott, to music by Arthur Bliss. It never happened. She decided that Kenneth MacMillan, already singled out as The Royal Ballet’s next major choreographer, should do a new ballet that season, and handed over her own rehearsal time.

         
 

         Plenty of dancers and teachers were terrified of her. Monica Mason remembers de Valois’s visits to The Royal Ballet School in the late 1950s. ‘The whole atmosphere was rather like nurses and matrons used to be when the surgeon was coming round – everybody was spruced up and on their best behaviour, on their mettle … People seemed scared to death.’ In rehearsals, de Valois could be hasty, impatient, furious. Her rages were quick, and quickly over. ‘She wouldn’t let you gloat over it,’ said Pamela May, who remembered the storms of her classes. During the war, de Valois was nicknamed ‘Madam’; she cheerfully accepted the name, and would sign letters to members of the Company with it.

         
 

         As teacher and director, de Valois had favourites. She loved extroverts, dancers who could stand up to her. The young Margot Fonteyn noticed that pupils fell into two categories for de Valois: nice children and little devils. It was the little devils who got on – though there were many kinds of devilishness, from Fonteyn’s stubbornness to Wayne Sleep’s mischief. Fonteyn was to be de Valois’s greatest favourite, her first ballerina, cherished and carefully protected in a mixture of bias and pragmatism. De Valois saw what Fonteyn could give the Company and groomed her devotedly, helping her to become one of the greatest, most loved dancers of the twentieth century. Fonteyn led The Royal Ballet for thirty years, helping to fix its identity. Other careers certainly suffered: fewer performances, fewer ballets, almost no first nights. Dancers such as Beryl Grey and Moira Shearer were given little chance to challenge Fonteyn.

         
 

          

         De Valois could be possessive and domineering about her company, yet she sought out gifted colleagues. When Frederick Ashton became the Company’s main choreographer, he did a great deal to change its style. De Valois accepted it. She used Constant Lambert not just as a music director but as an adviser on every aspect of the ballet. ‘You know,’ she told the critic Clement Crisp, ‘I used to pray at night: “Please God, don’t let anything happen to Constant.”’5 If she was possessive, she was not selfish. When the Sadler’s Wells Ballet returned from its first, triumphant American tour, the Covent Garden audience gave the dancers an ovation. After cheers for the dancers, there were repeated calls for de Valois, the Company’s creator. When at last she appeared on stage, she was furious. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ she snapped before bringing down the curtain, ‘it takes more than one to make a ballet company.’6

         
 

         

            *


         
 

         When de Valois started her career, there was no real British ballet tradition. For centuries, the British had felt that dancing was the business of the French, the Italians, the Russians. There had been dancing in the court and city masques of the sixteenth and seventeenth century and – as de Valois was to find out – plenty of dances in plays by Shakespeare and his contemporaries. Both traditions were broken by the English Civil War. While Louis XIV led the French court in grand ballets, the English had executed their king and closed public theatres. The theatres reopened with the restoration of the monarchy, but dance never regained its influence at court. It survived in the commercial theatre, which by the late eighteenth century was dominated by foreign guest stars.

         
 

         At the start of the twentieth century, British ballet survived in pantomime, opera and especially in music hall – the larger halls maintained their own troupes. Most dancers had a low status within the theatre, and a poor reputation outside it. There was a touch of lewdness about music hall, with innuendo on stage and prostitutes picking up clients in the bars. ‘Ballet girls’, who worked in this louche environment, were not respectable. Great stars could escape such censure: the Danish Adeline Genée, much admired for her dancing and her porcelain beauty, was later made a Dame of the British Empire. The public was readier to accept foreign stars; many British dancers took exotic stage names. It was a breakthrough when Phyllis Bedells became a star under her own name. Bedells and Genée were fine dancers, performing in spectacular but hardly ground-breaking ballets. Britain, like the rest of balletic Europe, was galvanised by Sergei Pavlovich Diaghilev.

         
 

         Diaghilev transformed western ideas of ballet as an art, as a collaboration between the arts. In 1909, he presented his first season of ballet in Paris, using stars from the Imperial Theatres of St Petersburg and Moscow. The dancers Nijinsky, Pavlova and Karsavina were a revelation, but so were the new ballets: choreography by Fokine, designs by Benois, Roerich and Bakst. Design and music were not just background to the ballerina, but essential elements of a united production. Male dancers, starting with Nijinsky, could become as important as the women. In 1911, Diaghilev formed his own permanent company and made his first visit to London. Between 1909 and his death in 1929, he commissioned scores from Stravinsky, Ravel, Debussy, Satie, de Falla, Richard Strauss, Prokofiev and others. The designers he introduced to ballet included Picasso, Matisse, Derain, Goncharova, Laurencin and Coco Chanel. The company’s influence extended through ballet to the rest of theatre, even to fashions in dress and interior decoration.

         
 

         Diaghilev depended on fashionable audiences. He kept their interest by moving his company through waves of experimentation: always something new. The early years were dominated by Fokine – romantic works like Les Sylphides, opulent orientalism in Schéhérazade, the profoundly Russian Petrushka. Then Diaghilev encouraged Vaslav Nijinsky to try choreography, with the scandals of L’Après-midi d’un faune and Le Sacre du printemps. Diaghilev went on discovering and developing choreographers. Nijinsky was followed by Leonide Massine, Bronislava Nijinska (Nijinsky’s sister) and finally the young George Balanchine.

         
 

         The Russian ballet offered new opportunities to British dancers. Pavlova soon left Diaghilev, setting off on her own world tours, filling her corps de ballet with British girls – who were quick to learn, she said, and less temperamental than Russians. The ballerina’s fame and grace helped to make dancing respectable. Plenty of middle-class mothers hoped their daughters might become second Pavlovas. If her dancing was sublime, her programmes were often second-rate, but they showed off a glorious ballerina and she took them all over the world. In Lima, the young Frederick Ashton saw her and was dazzled: ‘She injected me with her poison and from that evening I wanted to dance.’7 In Australia, she encouraged the teenaged would-be dancer Robert Helpmann. Both men helped to shape British ballet, and The Royal Ballet.

         
 

         British dancers also joined Diaghilev. Until the Russian revolution, he had taken most of his dancers from the Imperial theatres. When, in 1917, his company was cut off from its roots, he found his next generation of dancers in Europe. Several came via London, where better training was becoming available. The teacher Edouard Espinosa had been fighting to raise standards; he was joined by important Russian teachers who had fled the revolution. Two of Diaghilev’s 1920s stars came from the London studios of Princess Serafine Astafieva: Patrick Healy Kay, who became Anton Dolin, and Alicia Marks, Diaghilev’s ‘little English girl’, who joined his company as Alicia Markova. Other British dancers in the company included Ursula Moreton and Ninette de Valois.

         
 

         You can see the options open to British dancers in de Valois’s own career. She was born Edris Stannus in 1898 at her parents’ country estate near Dublin. Her family was Anglo-Irish; her father was an officer in the British Army. Her first dance was an authentic Irish jig, taught by a country woman on the stone floor of the farm kitchen.8 By 1905, the Stannus family could no longer afford to run their property, and left for England. In London, Edris’s mother then decided to have her trained for the stage. She was sent to the Lila Field Academy for Children, a theatre school whose pupils had included Noël Coward. In 1913, taking the stage name Ninette de Valois, she went on tour with a group of the Academy’s pupils. Billed as the Wonder Children, they performed a programme of dances and short plays in the old pier theatres of seaside resorts – de Valois remembered the ‘springboard sensation’ of running along the gas-lit pier deck. She had, she would later boast, danced the Dying Swan on every pier in England – ‘dying twice nightly’, because she was sure of an encore.9 She went on to dance at the Lyceum Theatre’s Christmas pantomime. The ‘Grand Ballet’ would include one of the Lyceum’s celebrated Transformation Scenes, achieved through elaborate gauzes and gorgeous lighting. The end of the scene, she remembered, ‘always found one standing in a golden chariot, or reposing on a cloud, or lying in a seashell …’10 She also danced in music hall, in opera, in West End musicals and revues.

         
 

         Looking back at her dancing career, de Valois felt ‘a renewed anxiety to leave English dancers some security and definite standards … England had no Sadler’s Wells, no Arts Council, no big private schools, and no institution such as the Royal Academy of Dancing devoting its work to raising the standard of teaching and giving advice and guidance throughout the country.’11 Her own serious schooling began after she started in pantomime. She went to Edouard Espinosa, who retrained her feet from scratch, taking her out of pointe shoes for four months. Her footwork became her greatest strength, one she was to pass on to the school she later founded. In 1919, she became one of Cecchetti’s first London pupils; when he left the country, she took lessons with the Russian teacher Nicholas Legat. De Valois was proud of having French, Italian and Russian training, and of combining all three in the teaching of her own school.

         
 

         At Cecchetti’s classes, de Valois was also to meet Diaghilev’s dancers. Her friendship with Lydia Lopokova began with consolation after one of the Maestro’s criticisms: ‘Never mind, my dear,’ the Russian ballerina told her, ‘you have nice legs …’12 It was in London that Diaghilev staged his greatest and most influential flop. In 1921, this most avant-garde impresario decided on a return to classicism, to the full-length ballets of the nineteenth century. He revived Petipa’s Sleeping Beauty, renamed The Sleeping Princess – arguing that not all of his Auroras were beauties. This was the first time one of Petipa’s ballets had been performed, in full, outside Russia. It was staged by Nicholas Sergueyev, who had been a régisseur at Petipa’s own theatre, the Maryinsky in St Petersburg. Aurora was danced by the ballerinas Trefilova, Lopokova, Egorova and the phenomenal Spessivtseva (whose name was shortened to Spessiva by Diaghilev). Bakst’s designs were magnificent and vastly expensive. Inspired by the long runs of musicals like Chu Chin Chow, Diaghilev planned a season of three months. It was too much. The Ballets Russes public was used to six-week seasons of different ballets; they didn’t fill the theatre for so many nights of the same work. The economist John Maynard Keynes, who was courting Lopokova, remembered going most evenings. He would sit in the stalls, he later claimed, ‘with no one else in sight in any direction’.13

         
 

         ‘It was fortunate for our future that England was the one country to have seen his version in its first full-length presentation,’ wrote de Valois of Diaghilev’s Sleeping Princess. ‘This influence has had farreaching effects on the English scene and the result has been commented on time and again outside the country.’14 De Valois and others were exposed to the classical tradition at its grandest. Marie Rambert, who had trained in Dalcroze Eurhythmics and worked with Nijinsky on his radical Sacre du printemps, was converted to the beauty of Petipa’s choreography. The young critic Arnold Haskell became convinced that classicism lay at the heart of ballet. Frederick Ashton, by then at school in England, saw the production. Fifty years later, he could still remember the impact of Spessivtseva’s entrance for the Rose Adagio. ‘I am fifteen years too early with this production,’ said Diaghilev, when forced to close it down.15 In 1939, de Valois prepared the second western production of the ballet.

         
 

         After the failure of The Sleeping Princess, the Russian dancers were stranded in London. They formed a small company, led by Lopokova and the choreographer Léonide Massine. De Valois joined them, and loved it. She had never danced such good choreography, nor seen such a disciplined routine of class and rehearsals. When the other dancers returned to Diaghilev, they remembered and recommended de Valois. She joined the Ballets Russes in September 1923, staying for two years. She would later write that ‘everything of value’ that she had learned about ‘the presentation of ballet, the study of choreography and the development of the artist … came from this apprenticeship in the most famous of companies’.16

         
 

         When de Valois joined the Ballets Russes, Nijinska was its chief choreographer. De Valois danced in five new Nijinska ballets, including Le Train bleu (made to show off Dolin’s athleticism), Les Biches and Les Noces. In Les Biches, Nijinska herself danced the role of the Hostess, using de Valois to work out the choreography. The role has the fast footwork associated with de Valois, together with powerful use of the torso and witty musical timing. The young Balanchine was the next choreographer at the Ballets Russes. A pas de trois, made for an opera ballet, ‘left me swooning in the dressing room and solemnly assuring everyone that he was “a genius”’.17 She also danced in Zephyr et Flore, by her old colleague Massine. She remembered grumbling with the other dancers about their costumes, designed by the Cubist painter Georges Braque. Diaghilev told them to

         
 

         

            stop wondering whether the costumes suited us, but to consider instead whether we suited the costumes. He went on to tell us that the costumes had been designed to fit the ballet and the scene and not, as we had imagined, for each individual dancer. The next morning I went to the theatre to see the backcloth for the ballet. It was then that I understood. In this simple cloth lay the key to everything that one could not find an explanation for in the costumes. My mind could put them together there and then, and I stood as entranced as if the whole ballet had been paraded for my special benefit.18

            


         
 

         Diaghilev ballets were famous for uniting the different arts in one production. De Valois was seeing how it was done.

         
 

         In these years, Diaghilev was often accused of a craze for novelty, for short-lived fashionable ballets – though Les Noces and other 1920s works have proved to be enduring classics. In fact, de Valois wrote, the Ballets Russes was ‘a repertory company running classical and modern ballet side by side – and what is more important – in many cases blended’.19 In her two years, De Valois danced in older ballets by Fokine, Massine and Nijinsky, and in two nineteenth-century revivals, shortened versions of Swan Lake and The Sleeping Beauty. She learned, not just about the new Russian ballets, but about the nineteenth-century Russian school that lay behind them. De Valois, who had had to organise her own training, found herself with artists who had progressed through the same Imperial School, danced in the same ballets, learned the same style.

         
 

          

         When de Valois founded her own company, the Ballets Russes was her most important model. She learned to make classical schooling the basis of her enterprise, and gained direct experience of a mixed repertory. The preparations of the Lopokova– Massine troupe had impressed her; now she was in a company with a home theatre in Monte Carlo, with the chance of careful rehearsal and development of ballets. Diaghilev shaped her ideas of what a ballet company should be, and she paid tribute to him to the end of her life. ‘You came up against everything there,’ she said in a radio interview, her voice rising with excitement:

         
 

         

            the best music, the best décor. A man with a vision that I’d never in my life encountered before. It was nothing to meet Picasso in the morning coming in to watch a class … I saw the whole of the theatre in relation to the ballet. They had this heritage behind them, they’d all been trained at the Imperial Ballet, the classwork was impeccable, and then we had these ballets and these marvellous choreographers. I just had everything on a plate. What could I do but stand and sort it out like a jigsaw puzzle, and realise that we had absolutely nothing in England and all I wanted to do was to get back and start something.20

            


         
 

         After two and a half years with Diaghilev, she did just that. It was an extraordinary step. Dancers would leave Diaghilev after quarrels or for better money, but rarely through sheer idealism. De Valois had been given good roles at the Ballets Russes; the critic Arnold Haskell was shocked that she should throw away such a promising career. Yet de Valois knew what she wanted – a company, an establishment, a future for British ballet – and her early departure contributed to her success. Diaghilev died four years later, in 1929. His company drifted apart, then re-formed under different managements. His dancers became available as guest stars. Plenty of ballet enterprises started up after 1929. By then, de Valois’s enterprise was well under way. She could make the most of any Ballets Russes artists that came her way, and catch some of the Diaghilev audience, temporarily deprived of Russian ballet.

         
 

         Back in London, de Valois started by setting up a school. Her stepfather financed the Academy of Choreographic Art, which opened in March 1926. The name advertised an ambition that went beyond dance teaching. Besides ballet, the Academy offered courses in production design, folk dance, Dalcroze Eurhythmics and mime. There was a theatre and a music reference library. Ursula Moreton, another Diaghilev dancer, was de Valois’s assistant. Marie Rambert, who had opened her own studio in 1920, nearly lost her nerve when she read de Valois’s prospectus, thinking of giving up teaching in the face of such competition. Frederick Ashton was one of de Valois’s earliest occasional pupils. He was just becoming a choreographer; his first ballet was made in June 1926. Molly Lake, another of de Valois’s assistants, remembered Ashton ‘always arranging things, even then’.21

         
 

         De Valois was only twenty-seven years old. She was at her fiercest in these years – eager to seek offence, wrote Haskell, remembering angry letters he had received. ‘As serious as God and as touchy as Hell,’ said another associate.22 Norman Marshall, who worked with her in Cambridge, described her as ‘rather like a young schoolmistress who made a point of dressing neatly and sensibly to set the girls a good example … the company nicknamed her “The Games Mistress”’.23 Her attitude, and her early choreography, was earnest. The Academy pupils gave de Valois a handful of dancers to work with, but this little company would not get far on its own. She planned to take her students to an existing theatre, give them stage experience in dramatic productions and gradually build them up into a resident ballet company. De Valois would follow the Diaghilev model for artistic policy, but not for organisation. She wanted permanence, a company attached to a school and to a theatre – something like the state theatres of Russia, which could provide guaranteed employment for much of the year. Her dancers would have a living wage and the security they needed to develop their work over time.

         
 

         Britain had no state theatre. Instead, de Valois turned to the repertory theatre movement. This had developed as an alternative to the commercial theatre, in which managers would assemble a company of actors for the run of a single play. The financial risks meant that they tended to concentrate on safe box-office material. In the repertory system, the theatre would keep a company together to perform a range of works over the course of a season. These theatres could develop coherent artistic policies, showing classic and modern plays. De Valois described this outlook as ‘a vision of practical idealism’ and argued that theatre could be made ‘as vital to the welfare of the community as the hospital’.24 She hoped to persuade one of the repertory managers to take on her fledgling company. Her first choice was Barry Jackson, director of the Birmingham Repertory Theatre. He was sympathetic, but turned her down. She then tried Lilian Baylis of the Old Vic.

         
 

         The Old Vic was repertory theatre at its most idealistic. Lilian Baylis had taken over as manager on the death of her aunt Emma Cons, a Victorian philanthropist. The Royal Victoria Hall was set amid Lambeth slums on the unfashionable south side of the river Thames. It had been one of London’s rowdiest music halls, notorious for drunkenness; Cons was used to seeing Lambeth women with black eyes and bruises, inflicted by husbands who had spent Saturday night at the Old Vic. She took the theatre’s lease, replaced its bars with coffee stalls, and set out to provide uplifting entertainment for the masses. ‘My dear boy,’ her niece told the young Laurence Olivier, ‘if it hadn’t been for drunken men beating their wives we would never have got this place.’25 When she inherited the Old Vic, Baylis promoted opera and Shakespeare performances with astounding success. Productions were rough, ready and extremely cheap, yet performance standards were very high. West End stars like Edith Evans and John Gielgud came to the Old Vic for the chance to learn; in her first season, Evans remembered, she played eight big Shakespearean roles, had a single day off and lost seventeen pounds in weight. Admission prices were kept abnormally low. The audience, drawn at first from local people and then from all over London, was loyal and unusually attentive. At opera performances in the 1920s, there was sometimes such excitement that a singer couldn’t finish an aria. ‘The audience would finish it for him, then burst into applause.’26 If an actor forgot his lines in Shakespeare, helpful voices could prompt him from the other side of the footlights.

         
 

         In the summer of 1926, de Valois, wearing her best summer clothes and a huge floppy hat, went to tell Miss Baylis about her ambitions for British ballet. Baylis liked de Valois’s face, her professional experience and her practical approach. For the moment, though, she could do nothing for the ballet. The dilapidated Old Vic already housed an opera and a theatre company; there was no space for a third company. But she had acquired, and was already rebuilding, the Sadler’s Wells Theatre in north London. Something might be done in the future. Meanwhile, Baylis had a number of jobs for a teacher and choreographer. She needed someone to arrange the dances in her Shakespeare productions, to teach the drama students how to move, to coach the office workers who performed (unpaid) in the opera ballets. She wanted a short ballet to precede Hansel and Gretel, the Christmas opera production – to be danced by some good ballet school, for expenses only. She also wanted someone to provide more angels for the opera itself. The pay was very low, but there was the promise of the rebuilt Sadler’s Wells, which Baylis kept ‘ever dangling in front of my eyes’.27 Baylis inspected the Academy of Choreographic Art, and de Valois was hired.

         
 

         Baylis knew little about ballet, but she knew that hopes for a British company were in the air. She would ask Philip Richardson, the editor of The Dancing Times, ‘When are we going to have a British Ballet?’28 She was not the only one asking the question. British teaching standards were rising. The ‘Association of Teachers of Operating Dancing of Great Britain’, now the Royal Academy of Dance, had been established in 1920 with Richardson’s encouragement. When Anton Dolin opened his school of dancing in 1925, he said he hoped to establish a company. Marie Rambert’s pupils had started to arrange ballets for charity performances and revues. They were becoming a company, soon called the Ballet Club and then Ballet Rambert. Baylis, indeed, had discussed the Old Vic’s dancing needs with Rambert, who had been put off by the request to ‘look after my office girls’.29 Baylis couldn’t give de Valois much, but she accepted her long-term aims at once. After that first half-hour interview, Baylis told her secretary, ‘Ninette de Valois is going to form a ballet company for us. When we open at the Wells, it will be on a whole-time basis.’30 She had recognised in de Valois a kindred spirit, another single-minded and practical idealist. Lilian Baylis never wavered in her support for the ballet. She had a powerful influence on the development and character of the Company.

         
 

         De Valois was to complain about writers who, describing Lilian Baylis, succeeded ‘only in stressing her as a quaint character.’31 The trap is not easily avoided: Baylis’s eccentricities were so legendary, so much a part of her work. She was a woman of immense dedication and remarkable flair, who saw art as a kind of social work and ran her theatre as if it were a church hall. Britain’s National Theatre, Royal Ballet and English National Opera companies all started out under her wing. She was born in 1874 to a musical family. In her teens, she toured South Africa with a family concert group, billed as the Gypsy Revellers. She returned to London in her early twenties, ready to help with her aunt’s missionary work at the Old Vic.

         
 

         A dowdy woman with a twisted lip, Lilian Baylis was gruff, shy, strong-willed and deeply religious. The Old Vic, taken over for temperance purposes, had become a religious cause in itself. Its manager would pray for help when the Vic was in trouble, and was convinced that God’s direct influence kept it from disaster. The most famous Baylis anecdote is of the actor who asked for a raise and was told, in all sincerity, ‘Sorry, dear, God says No.’ That, wrote de Valois, ‘meant that Miss Baylis’s conscience – aware of overdrafts, voluntary workers and others in the same financial plight – prompted her not to be persuaded by anyone; in such circumstances she would ask for guidance and be convinced she had received it.’32 She would go down on her knees in her office to pray for more funds or better actors. Her manner of speech became famous, and she played up to her reputation. ‘Look, you bounders,’ she would tell audiences from the stage, ‘we need better Monday nights.’ This unexpected approach helped to build a sense of community at the Vic, fostering the famously warm audiences. She bullied and cared for ‘her people’ in the audience, treating them as she treated her staff. This was not the public of the music hall, of the opera house, of Diaghilev. It was a different theatre audience, one with a sense of community, ready to support the next Baylis venture.

         
 

         Money was always short. The policy of affordable prices meant costs had to be kept impossibly low – and Baylis was easily carried away with creative parsimony. Some of her economies caused long-term expense; others were no help to her staff. Ashton said that ‘when one was doing a new ballet, she always tried to palm off on one old costumes, ancient clothes, second-hand evening dresses, peers’ robes and other oddments that people had given her.’33 Vic-Wells staff were hired on tiny salaries, exploited, urged to work in appalling conditions and to do most of it for love. Baylis got away with it because she also fostered a sense of shared endeavour, of belief in the theatre’s work. De Valois was to win that kind of dedication from her company. ‘Ninette was wonderful to us,’ remembers Monica Beck, who as Monica Ratcliffe was a student at the Academy. De Valois ‘warned us that we would be badly paid, hopelessly overworked – but added that she had complete faith in us to make it all work – for her, for the theatre, for us, and for the future of British Ballet.’34

         
 

         While Lilian Baylis gave de Valois a home for her company, the Old Vic organisation also offered other benefits. The theatre had an opera company, with an orchestra already available, so de Valois could plan a serious music policy from the start. In 1929, the composer Constant Lambert was brought in to orchestrate music and then to conduct. Lambert, already deeply involved with ballet in London, settled at the Vic-Wells company because it could give him most work. De Valois had only a corner of the Old Vic, but it meant she could work on a bigger scale than any of her rivals. It would be five years before her company’s first full evening of ballet in the theatre, but that evening took place on a stage of reasonable size, in front of a regular public. The shared theatre encouraged de Valois’s vision of ballet’s role within British theatre, and gave her the chance to use artists from the other companies. The opera company’s John Greenwood appeared in a range of mime roles for the ballet, including Carabosse in the first Vic-Wells production of The Sleeping Princess. Elsa Lanchester, one of the West End stars who came to act at the Vic, also danced the Arabian Dance in the Vic-Wells Nutcracker. The exchange went both ways. When Robert Helpmann joined the Company, he was able to take acting as well as dancing lessons. From the beginning, The Royal Ballet had a powerful sense of drama.

         
 

          

         As Ashton’s complaints suggest, design standards were much lower. The Old Vic had a tendency to dowdiness, and that went for ballet as well as opera and theatre. Where Rambert’s Ballet Club produced glamour on a tiny budget, Old Vic productions could look poverty-stricken. Margot Fonteyn remembered a Sadler’s Wells wardrobe mistress ‘whose idea of correcting an ill-fitting dress was to say “It’s you that’s crooked, dear, I can’t do anything about it.”’35 Ashton and Lambert made the Vic-Wells more stylish, but they had to work hard against the earnestness of their theatre. ‘I quite realise that the schoolroom atmosphere must irritate you even more than it does me,’ Lambert wrote to Ashton in 1937.

         
 

         Baylis had given de Valois a place to start, but opportunities and money were small. She looked around for more work for herself and her dancers. Her first job came from her cousin Terence Gray, who was setting up an experimental theatre in Cambridge. Gray was an ardent theorist, eagerly opposed to naturalistic productions. Like Lilian Baylis, he wanted someone to teach his actors how to move; but he had much more ambitious ideas about that movement. He complained that the spoken word had come to dominate theatre, and planned to emphasise dance, lighting and design. De Valois became his resident choreographer, starting with the choruses in Greek plays. She later staged small ballets and dance dramas at the Festival Theatre, featuring her students.

         
 

         The following year, the poet W. B. Yeats saw and admired her work in Cambridge, and invited her to produce and choreograph at the Abbey Theatre in Dublin. This was the first state-subsidised theatre in the English-speaking world, staging plays by Yeats, J. M. Synge, George Bernard Shaw and Sean O’Casey. The Abbey had great political as well as cultural impact. In 1926, two years before de Valois started work at the Abbey, audiences had rioted over O’Casey’s depiction of the Easter Rising in The Plough and the Stars. (‘You have disgraced yourselves again,’ Yeats told the Abbey audience, remembering another riot over Synge’s Playboy of the Western World.) De Valois was asked to set up a dance school, and would visit every three months to act in Yeats’s own Plays for Dancers, stylised masked dramas. Yeats later dedicated The King of the Great Clock Tower to de Valois, ‘asking pardon for covering her expressive face with a mask’. One of de Valois’s Abbey dancers was Jill Gregory, who later joined the British company and went on to become its ballet mistress.

         
 

         Through her theatre work, de Valois developed her sense of the stage, learning about production as well as choreography. At the same time, she started to make bigger ballets. Rout, first performed at the Festival Theatre in January 1927, was a modernist work to music by Arthur Bliss. The Dancing Times printed a respectful account of its London premiere, emphasising Lopokova’s admiration for the work. In 1928, de Valois took the small Court Theatre (now the Royal Court) for three full performances. She lost money, but optimistic reviews spoke warmly of the company’s promise. She also took on more work at the Old Vic. From 1928, the opera ballets were arranged by de Valois or her assistants. Monica Beck remembers playing ‘Spanish dancers, gypsies, angels, priestesses, innocent rose-maidens and then wild corybants …’ The first self-contained ballet, Les Petits Riens, was the promised curtain-raiser to Hansel and Gretel. De Valois danced the pastoral heroine, with Ursula Moreton as a slighted nymph. Stanley Judson and Hedley Briggs danced the male roles, with students from the Academy as the corps. Through this first Vic-Wells ballet, de Valois found her future music director. She asked Constant Lambert to orchestrate the Mozart music. ‘A most efficient young man,’ she told the dancer who had recommended him, ‘he’s going to conduct for us too!’36

         
 

         De Valois spent much of these years travelling. After a Cambridge first night, she would leave for London by the milk train, sleeping stretched out in a third-class carriage, getting to her school in time for morning class. Apart from her work at the Abbey, the Festival, the Academy and the Old Vic, she went on dancing. She did an apache number with Anton Dolin in revue, and arranged dances for his music hall appearances. She gave more performances with the Ballets Russes – once rushing to Italy in answer to a telegram from Diaghilev that read ‘Come at once dance Les Biches Turin’.

         
 

         Diaghilev died in Venice in 1929. It was the end of an era: his company could not continue without him. His artists scattered. By the early thirties, many of them were drawn back together into successor ‘Ballet Russe’ companies. In the meantime, no company was presenting ballet in Britain on the scale achieved by Diaghilev. Philip Richardson and Arnold Haskell founded the Camargo Society to fill the gap in Britain. This society, named after the eighteenth-century ballerina who shortened her skirts to display her quick feet and pretty ankles, was what Haskell described as ‘a management without a company’. De Valois called it a ‘fairy godmother for English Ballet’.37

         
 

         Richardson and Haskell and the music critic Edwin Evans gathered together influential dancers (Russian and British), choreographers, composers and designers for the committee of their society. The aim was to stage new and classic ballets, using the dancers available in Britain. A subscription audience supplied the money. There were performances several times a year, held on Sunday evenings and Monday afternoons to leave the dancers free for professional work. Lydia Lopokova, though always encouraging, had to be persuaded to join the Committee. She had never belonged to one before, and it was a serious step, ‘like parting with one’s virginity’.38 Keynes, by now Lopokova’s husband, became the society’s treasurer the next year. Both proved especially keen to support de Valois and her dancers. ‘I doubt if The Royal Ballet would be with us now if it were not for them,’ said de Valois sixty years later.39

         
 

         The first Camargo performances took place in October 1930. De Valois danced a pas de deux with Anton Dolin and contributed one of two new ballets. The hit of the evening, however, was Frederick Ashton’s Pomona, with music by Constant Lambert. Over the next few years, the society commissioned a series of new ballets, including Job, La Création du monde, Cephalus and Procris, The Lord of Burleigh, A Day in a Southern Port (later renamed Rio Grande) and Façade. Camargo productions were on a scale that neither the Vic-Wells nor the Ballet Club could afford. Many were taken into the Vic-Wells repertory.

         
 

         In 1932, the society took the Savoy Theatre for an ambitious four-week summer season. Spessivtseva was invited to dance Giselle and the second act of Le Lac des cygnes, as Swan Lake was then called. Critics and audiences were enthusiastic, but expenses were heavy. ‘The Camargo,’ Lambert wrote to a friend in April 1933, ‘is at present following a policy of masterly inaction owing to the usual low funds.’40 Shortly afterwards, Keynes found a way to wipe out the society’s debts. An international conference of economists was held in London that summer, and Keynes suggested that the Camargo Society might give two gala performances in honour of the occasion. With the assistance of the Government Hospitality Fund, the galas took place on 27 and 29 June 1933, at the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden. Lydia Lopokova danced in the Vic-Wells production of Coppélia; Markova and Dolin danced the second act of Le Lac des cygnes, also a Vic-Wells production. The Queen attended the first performance, while the Prime Minister, with other members of the Cabinet, came to the second. The theatre was sold out, leaving the Camargo with a small profit. This was not the last time Keynes would encourage state recognition of British ballet.

         
 

         Having cleared its debts, the Camargo Society gave no more performances. Most of its assets went to the Vic-Wells Ballet, starting with the profits from that gala. The Ballet Club took Façade, whose costumes had been paid for by Marie Rambert. Other productions went to the Vic-Wells, which had the facilities to perform them. Over the course of the 1930s, dancers, designers and choreographers were to join this drift to Sadler’s Wells, many from Rambert’s Ballet Club. Marie Rambert was a vital figure in the creation of British ballet. She started her company in 1926 with the performance of Ashton’s first ballet A Tragedy of Fashion. She worked on a tiny scale, first at her studio and then at the little Mercury Theatre, but she discovered Ashton and Antony Tudor. Haskell would give Rambert the credit for breaking down British reserve and self-doubt: ‘She stung her girls into becoming solistes and they showed countless others that it could be done.’41 Her dancers did not hide behind foreign names; they presented themselves with confidence in classical roles. Ashton agreed: ‘Lopokova used to call Ninette’s little troupe “the ugly ducklings”. They were all efficient, while Rambert’s girls were beautiful.’

         
 

         Rambert had remarkable flair, but no gift for long-term planning. Having done wonders on her tiny stage, she showed no ambition to find a larger one. Ashton ‘begged Rambert to be more active in the professional theatre because I found the club constricting and I longed to get away. I wanted a wider field and a bigger stage. That was where Ninette was sensible. She got a proper theatre, instead of occasional performances with a piano. One wanted more than that.’42 The traffic between the Ballet Club and Sadler’s Wells was almost wholly one-way, though Vic-Wells dancers did perform at the Mercury on Sunday evenings, and de Valois even made a ballet for Rambert, the 1934 Bar aux Folies-Bergère. But the Wells offered the chance to develop steadily. After 1931, its dancers had regular salaries and opportunities on a scale greater than the small elegance of the Ballet Club.

         
 

         Frederick Ashton and Constant Lambert, the other architects of The Royal Ballet, had both worked with Rambert and the Camargo Society. Ashton was born in Ecuador in 1904, the son of a minor diplomat. He was brought up in Lima, Peru, where he saw Pavlova and decided to become a dancer. Instead, he was sent to public school in England and then to a job in the City of London, where he spent more than half his salary on dancing lessons with Massine. At last his family agreed to support his dancing career – on the condition that he did not become a chorus boy. Massine, who was about to leave London, sent Ashton to Marie Rambert.

         
 

         In 1926, Rambert pushed him into choreographing his first ballet, A Tragedy of Fashion. The production was designed by the artist Sophie Fedorovitch, who had met Ashton at Rambert’s studio and who became his close friend and collaborator. Characteristically, Rambert had no immediate plans for a public performance. The ballet was taken up by the producer Nigel Playfair, and shown in his revue Riverside Nights. De Valois was much impressed, recognising Ashton as ‘a real choreographer’.43 Diaghilev saw the ballet twice, and asked the choreographer to audition for his company. Ashton went to the theatre and then, overcome with nerves, couldn’t bring himself to go in. In 1928, he auditioned, as a dancer, for Ida Rubinstein’s company in Paris. The appeal was not Rubinstein, a limited actress-dancer whose rich lover was paying the bills, but the choreographer Nijinska. The experience made Ashton a professional. He asked permission to watch all Nijinska’s rehearsals, whether or not he was dancing in them, soaking up steps, methods, and Nijinska’s distinctive use of the torso. In 1929, he returned to London and to Rambert. His first job at the Vic-Wells ballet came that year, when he danced in de Valois’s second Christmas ballet. From here on, however, his main work was as a choreographer – for Rambert, for the Camargo Society, for revue performances, including those by Alicia Markova. He made his first ballet for the Vic-Wells in 1931. Four years later, de Valois took him on as resident choreographer. He became one of the century’s greatest classical choreographers, and he transformed the Company’s dancing.

         
 

         De Valois was training quick, strong dancers who were, as the dancer Julia Farron puts it, ‘straight up and down’. She focused on footwork, on clean execution, on lower-body movement. Legs turned out clearly from steadily placed hips, but the torso stayed upright and relatively stiff: ‘It was all so fast, you couldn’t really bend.’ Ashton wanted luxuriance from his dancers – the use of the torso he had seen in Nijinska’s choreography, a readiness to bend and flow with the music. ‘When he coached anything, it was all about huge movement,’ says the dancer Georgina Parkinson, who danced for him in the 1960s. ‘He didn’t like anything prissy or underdone. He always wanted it out, big, sensuous, glamorous.’ At her first Ashton rehearsal, Fonteyn was astounded:

         
 

         

            After listening to a few bars of music he would fling himself into some swoops and twists and dives, his movements just flowing out of the music, apparently spontaneously. Then he would stop and say, ‘What did I do? Now you do it.’ I was flabbergasted by these extraordinary inventions, which were only occasionally related to the common steps of our daily class … [We] tried to repeat what Ashton had shown us, but I could never manage without losing my balance and nearly toppling over.44

            


         
 

         Later Ashton would draw steps from his dancers, asking them to suggest material and then refining it. He went on urging them to bend, and he encouraged a different kind of musicality. ‘Madam was absolutely adamant about being on the beat,’ remembers Merle Park, who joined the Company in the 1950s. ‘Fred adored syncopation, loved you to be between the beats whenever you could.’ He and de Valois both cared about footwork, about musicality, about classical line. Building on de Valois’s clear foundations, Ashton gave the Company its three-dimensional richness.

         
 

         At the same time, he demanded a different kind of theatricality from his dancers. As a choreographer, de Valois tended to be dramatic or expressionistic. She had a producer’s approach; she didn’t dwell on pure classicism. ‘Technically the steps were not difficult,’ wrote Annabel Farjeon, who loved dancing the de Valois ballets, ‘but to get the style correct – that balance between restraint and display, that sense of period and character … ’45 Ashton used the dramatic qualities of de Valois’s dancers, but he also loved personal glamour. He would describe the great ballerinas he had seen, giving imitations of Pavlova, Spessivtseva, Karsavina, Lopokova. He would show how a dancer had done a step, how she had created an effect, goading his own dancers into greater efforts. ‘He used to talk in visions,’ says Lynn Seymour, ‘always trying to get you to live up to these images.’46 When de Valois complained that Spessivtseva was unmusical, Ashton replied, ‘All your girls are musical, and none of them is Spessivtseva.’47

         
 

         Ashton wanted his ballerinas to be alluring, on stage and off. De Valois, still fighting the image of the disreputable ballet girl, urged her girls into twin-sets, tweeds, sensible shoes. The dancer Pamela May remembered Ashton complaining: ‘You look nothing on earth! Look at your shoes! Terrible shoes! A dancer should wear wonderful shoes. Haven’t you ever noticed what Markova wears?’48 The contrast is characteristic. De Valois was empire-building, working on several levels at once – from cheap, hard-wearing clothes to the reputation of her company. Ashton was all for beauty.

         
 

         Not surprisingly, they fought. ‘They were jealous of each other,’ says Julia Farron now, ‘and they needed each other.’ De Valois recognised Ashton’s gifts; she paid generous tribute to him throughout her life. She needed help in building a British repertory. His ballets gave her company more depth and a richer classical style. Ashton, who could be waspish about de Valois, was also entirely practical when it came to developing his craft. He knew that she was giving him opportunities that he couldn’t find elsewhere. The Company ‘gave me security. It gave me a regular salary, which I hadn’t had before, and I was immensely appreciative of the luxury of using proper dancers at last and having proper facilities. It was very stimulating working with Constant and Sophie Fedorovitch and having de Valois there and the whole thing growing and expanding and getting better.’49 Ashton grew, too. At Sadler’s Wells he met Margot Fonteyn, de Valois’s discovery and his own greatest muse. After the elegant, witty ballets of his Rambert period, his work with Fonteyn showed a new depth, a tender classicism. ‘Had I not been able to work with Margot I might never have developed the lyrical side of my work. As it was, it evolved into a personal idiom.’50

         
 

         Despite clashes and differences in outlook, Ashton and de Valois came to rely on each other. They had a shared goal. ‘They got away with it because they laughed,’ said Pamela May. ‘They would have these arguments, and we’d be sitting wondering how it would come out. But it always ended in laughter.’

         
 

         Constant Lambert is the most elusive of the Sadler’s Wells founders. He died too young, with too much of his promise unfulfilled. Lambert was a distinguished musician, hailed young as a gifted composer, and a brilliantly cultured man. Discussing music, he could move easily and persuasively to painting, literature and theatre. De Valois saw him as ‘our only hope of an English Diaghilev’.51 He put all that knowledge at the service of the ballet. As music director, he set superb standards in general policy and in day-to-day performance, conducting, composing, choosing and arranging music. During the war, he played at every performance in two-piano tours; afterwards, he trained an inexperienced orchestra in time for the reopening of the Royal Opera House. He inspired immediate loyalty in his musicians, and in his dancers.

         
 

         First-class ballet conductors are hard to find. Charles Mackerras gave it up because, he found, ‘the dancing comes first so the music gets distorted rhythmically’.52 Lambert had a gift for serving his dancers and his composer. He would discuss tempi with choreographers (or, for classical revivals, with de Valois) and that was generally that. The music would not be warped to fit. At the same time, he knew his dancers. He was aware of individual technique, of tiny variations in timing steps. Pamela May remembered that Fonteyn liked a faster tempo for Odette’s variation. Once, when May was dancing the role, Lambert started at Fonteyn’s tempo – and then corrected himself, slowing down to the speed that May preferred.

         
 

         He knew how to urge his dancers on. ‘When Constant makes a tempo change it doesn’t worry us, he always makes you want to respond,’ dancers told de Valois.53 His recordings show sure and buoyant rhythm, a sense of the music’s drama and of its larger architecture. Above all, Lambert could create thrilling theatrical effects. At the Company’s triumphant New York opening in 1949, Lambert was ‘the hero of the occasion’, according to Lincoln Kirstein and to Balanchine:

         
 

         

            absolutely on the note in every variation; no boring bits; and he supports the dancers on the huge stage by giving them assurance with his authority. He whipped people up into applause, purely by sound; when nothing was really happening from a dancer he seduced everyone into imagining that she was divine.54

            


         
 

         Lambert’s early career was meteoric. In 1926, when he was twenty, he was invited to write a ballet for Diaghilev. The new Romeo and Juliet did not go well. Diaghilev kept altering the ballet, introducing new designs by the surrealists Max Ernst and Joan Miró and demanding changes to Nijinska’s completed choreography. Lambert was appalled, and threatened to withdraw his music. Diaghilev, shocked by such insubordination, had the score removed to a strong room in case the composer tried to destroy it. Watching these solemn precautions, Lambert was caught between fury and laughter. In all this, Diaghilev hadn’t changed a note of music. Lambert confronted the world’s greatest impresario for the sake of his choreographer and designer. From the start of his career he showed a sense of theatre, a love for ballet and strong ideas about how its elements should fit together. The ballets that endure, he suggested in a later radio broadcast, ‘are those in which no one collaborator can say, “This is my ballet.” Nightly quarrels round the supper table are far more fruitful in the long run than polite letters from a distance.’55

         
 

         Having fallen out with Diaghilev, Lambert kept up his interest in ballet. While he looked for conducting or composing work, he earned his living playing the piano for dancing schools. In 1928, he conducted Leda and the Swan, one of Ashton’s earliest ballets. He was one of the accompanists at the Ballet Club, and soon worked with the Camargo Society. He had already started to conduct for de Valois – who had danced the Nurse in his Romeo in one of her guest appearances with Diaghilev.

         
 

         Lambert’s work with the Sadler’s Wells Ballet was to be his greatest achievement. It suited his breadth of knowledge, his gift for collaboration, even his self-destructive streak. He was fascinated by things he couldn’t grasp, by elusive beauty – and ballet is a fleeting art. He wrote less music, pouring his energies into the company. As with Romeo, he cared about every aspect of the ballet, and his taste and learning helped to shape the repertory. Most of his suggestions were made ‘round the supper table’, but a 1936 letter to Ashton shows just how strong an influence Lambert could be. He had an idea for a Liszt ballet, ‘1830 romanticism of the fruitiest type plus a leavening of surrealism’. His suggestions show an easy familiarity with Ashton’s work, with the Sadler’s Wells dancers – in fact, with all aspects of ballet production: 

         
 

         

            My dear Fred,
 

            I was up in London last night and pursued you from theatre to theatre like a symbolist poet chasing a courtesan and equally in vain …

            
 

            It will be a longish affair 3 big scenes with a prologue and epilogue. The prologue & epilogue a super-Gothic poets study, the 3 scenes respectively a ball room with a Polish accent, a snow clad plain and a brothel. I think it will suit very well the style you developed in Valentine’s Eve and Mephisto (actually my favourite ballet of yours.)

            
 

            For that reason I think Sophie [Fedorovitch, who had designed Ashton’s Mephisto Valse] might be the best person for the décor if she can be juicy enough. The ball scene and brothel scene want to be as like Constantin Goys as possible – the rest should be a little more fantastic.

            
 

            The man’s part will suit Bobby [Helpmann] very well and the woman’s part will be ideal for either Spessiva or Fonteyn (whom to my great surprise you don’t seem to appreciate at her true level. Though obviously immature at the moment she is to my mind the only post-Diaghilev dancer, with of course the exception of Toumanova, to have that indefinable quality of poetry in her work.)

            
 

            You may of course not like the idea at all. But if you do I hope we will be able to spend some time on it going through the pieces again and again and really moulding the ballet into shape. All the Wells ballets suffer not only from being put on too quickly but from being too cut and dried. The best Diaghilev ballets were always the result of a long and close collaboration between the artists and boring though this may be I am sure it is necessary.56

            


         
 

         Apparitions, as the ballet was called, turned out to be one of the company’s greatest early successes. It was completed on the lines Lambert suggested, with Helpmann, Fonteyn and designs by Cecil Beaton.

         
 

         Lambert made his own reputation early, from his work for Diaghilev but also from his own personality. His conversation alone made friends and colleagues trust in his genius. He was a dazzling companion, pouring out jokes, ideas, quotations, knowledge. It made for close collaboration with de Valois and Ashton, and it helped to educate the company’s young dancers. Margot Fonteyn – with whom he had a long affair – and Robert Helpmann both turned to him for advice on books, music, art. He taught the young Beryl Grey how to read a score. And he paid attention to everything on stage. ‘He was almost like a ballet master,’ Grey remembers now. ‘He’d come round in the interval and tell you off if the knot in your shoe ribbon was showing, if your tights were dirty. He was in love with ballet, he was in love with Margot … He was a great inspiration.’

         
 

         

            *


         
 

         By the end of the 1920s, de Valois was gathering her artistic team. Lambert was already at work. Ashton was recruited later, once the company was big enough to need more than one choreographer. For the moment, opportunities at the Old Vic were still limited to opera ballets, with a few short works as curtain-raisers for operas. Les Petits Riens had been made for Christmas 1928. Five months later, de Valois staged The Picnic (later renamed The Faun) to music by Vaughan Williams. Harold Turner, one of Rambert’s dancers, had a leading role as a satyr. The next Christmas, Lilian Baylis agreed to stage a slightly larger ballet, again with Hansel and Gretel. De Valois’s Hommage aux belles viennoises, danced to Schubert waltzes and mazurkas, proved very popular. The 1930 Christmas ballet was a Suite of Dances to Bach, starring Turner. It was another success with the Old Vic audience, encouraging Lilian Baylis to give more room to the ballet.

         
 

         She was about to have more room at her disposal: the new Sadler’s Wells Theatre was nearly ready. The appeal for money to buy and rebuild the theatre had been launched in 1925; Baylis had hoped to open in 1926. Inevitably, it took longer. The building had stood derelict for some years, and the scale of work and costs kept rising. All the money had to be found from private donors. There was no state subsidy for the arts, and no system of business sponsorship. The rebuilding committee were lucky to have an enthusiastic and generous builder, Frederick Minter, who allowed them to stop and restart work when money ran short. Even so, the theatre was to start out with debts of £15,000. At last, Sadler’s Wells reopened on 6 January 1931, with a performance of Twelfth Night to suit the date. The opera and theatre companies would play alternate fortnights at each theatre, in a season running from September to May. There would now be a third company, the new Vic-Sadler’s Wells Opera Ballet Company.

         
 

         The opening of Sadler’s Wells had given de Valois her chance. She produced the accounts for her well-run Academy of Choreographic Art, offering to hand over this successful business in exchange for the establishment of a ballet company and training school within the Sadler’s Wells Theatre. Her scheme was brilliantly designed. The new company would be set up at no cost to the Vic. Better still, it was expected to be self-supporting. Profits from the School would help to pay the salaries of six dancers, who could also be used in the theatre and opera companies at both Vic and Wells. The ballet company would perform at both theatres, but the School would remain at Sadler’s Wells. As before, the dance students would perform in operas and in larger ballets. (For years, this arrangement went on saving money for the Vic. In 1933, Pamela May was still paying school fees while dancing Les Sylphides.)

         
 

         The Governors of the Old Vic accepted de Valois’s proposal. She was engaged as ‘prima ballerina, director and principal choreographist’.57 Ursula Moreton was the first of de Valois’s six salaried dancers. The other five, all senior pupils at the Academy of Choreographic Art, were Freda Bamford, Sheila McCarthy, Joy Newton, Beatrice Appleyard and Nadina Newhouse. The Vic-Wells would start by performing opera ballets and, as curtain-raisers, their existing repertory of five ballets. (The fifth was Danse sacrée et danse profane, first produced by the Camargo Society.) Male dancers would be hired for individual performances. As the venture prospered, the company could be expanded and more ballets produced. De Valois and Baylis aimed in due course to present whole evenings of ballet, as often as once a week.

         
 

         The Vic-Wells Ballet started with modest numbers, but it was organised with heroic ambition. Without any financial support, de Valois set up her company on the pattern of the great state theatres, a system of school, salaries and home theatre that was unprecedented in British ballet. The dancers of her young company would have nine months of guaranteed work each year. Salaries were not large, but their livelihoods were at last assured. They could devote themselves to dancing full-time – and to dancing ballet full-time, rather than taking commercial work to pay the bills. The Company would have the chance to work steadily and consistently, to grow, to develop its own repertory and style. The School would provide the next generation of dancers, trained to meet the Company’s needs and standards. De Valois had created the conditions for a lasting British company.

         
 

         In guaranteeing her dancers’ livelihoods, de Valois risked her own. Once her School moved to Sadler’s Wells, she no longer needed the studio in Kensington – but she had hired it for several years. She was still liable for rent, and she had given her business and its income to Sadler’s Wells. She placed two advertisements in The Dancing Times. One proudly announced the opening of the new School at Sadler’s Wells, ‘A Theatre School organised to maintain an English Opera Ballet permanently in a London Theatre’. The second offered her old studio to let: ‘Small premium. Moderate rent. Good lease.’58 Her luck did not fail her, and she soon found a tenant. But the risk she took with the studio shows just how readily she would make personal sacrifices for her company. ‘She was very proud of that,’ remembers Beryl Grey. ‘She didn’t sell her School to Lilian Baylis, she gave it to Lilian Baylis. Ninette never wanted anything for herself. It was all for the Company.’
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         Once established, the Company grew fast. De Valois hired dancers for performances until she could give them regular employment; she staged first drafts of ballets that could be expanded and redesigned. Throughout the 1930s she was working at the limit of her resources. This was most obvious in the older works she brought into the repertory. Some of these ballets were just beyond her company’s numbers and budget, her dancers’ levels of technique or sophistication. Yet they won audiences, and the Company grew into them. ‘I would say, “Oh, no, Madam, I can’t do that,”’ remembers Pamela May. ‘And she would tell you, yes, you could do it. And you did.’ The Vic-Wells Ballet started with heavy use of guest artists. By the end of the decade, it was producing its own stars.

         
 

         In these years, the Company developed a distinctive identity. Vic-Wells style came from Ashton and de Valois, but it also came from the nineteenth-century classics. Now that almost every ballet company has its own Swan Lake, it’s hard to appreciate that de Valois was bold to stage the whole ballet. The dance historian Beth Genné points out that Giselle, Coppélia, The Sleeping Beauty, The Nutcracker and Swan Lake became the full-length ‘classics’ of the western ballet repertory largely because de Valois said so.1 Giselle and the second act of Swan Lake were performed by several 1930s companies, often to show off a particular ballerina. The ballets themselves were not necessarily revered. Fokine had rebelled against the artificiality of nineteenth-century conventions; as late as 1949, P. W. Manchester could write that much of the choreography was ‘dead wood which will rot at a touch’.2 De Valois made them cornerstones of her repertory, using Petipa as well as Ashton to develop a native style of ballet. Her idea of balanced repertory was so influential that it no longer looks radical: it has become standard.

         
 

          

         The new company started quietly. The Vic-Wells Ballet gave its debut performance just after Christmas 1930, with a visit to the Bournemouth Pavilion. Back in London, they started work on opera ballets. De Valois, her dancers and her students had replaced the volunteer opera ballet, and they were on in every performance, during the operas or in curtain-raisers. The dancers were also settling into Sadler’s Wells. Compared to the Old Vic, the new theatre was luxurious. The auditorium had tip-up seats, even in the gallery. The electrical equipment was up to date. There were sinks in the dressing rooms – a change from the cold tap in the Old Vic prompt corner, where artists had been able to wash only ‘when a noisy battle or chorus was in progress on the stage’.3 Even so, the new theatre turned out to be painfully cramped. Stage rehearsal time was limited to two hours a week, and even that depended on the opera schedule. There was little space for storage, for scene-painting, for rehearsal. Alicia Markova remembered working with Sergueyev in the theatre’s little Board Room. The School and the ballet company shared the main Sadler’s Wells room – but not in the evenings, when it was used as a coffee room for the audience. Worse, it had a concrete floor. Concrete has no give; for the dancers, the Wells Room floor meant sore feet, jarred landings and an increased risk of injury. Lilian Baylis refused to pay for a wooden floor. De Valois accepted this in silence, and found a patron who would donate the necessary money.

         
 

         The Old Vic had always worked on a shoestring. Funds were even tighter once Lilian Baylis had taken on her second theatre. 1931 was, she wrote, ‘a ghastly year, financially speaking’.4 Sadler’s Wells opened during the Depression, at a time of high unemployment. The theatre itself was in debt from the beginning, and the three companies were soon clamouring for further alterations to the building. The number of opera performances had doubled: it took time for the box office to catch up. Prices were kept deliberately low. Under the terms of the Sadler’s Wells Foundation, performances should be ‘suited for the recreation and instruction of the poorer classes’, and priced accordingly.5 The ideal of the popular audience was also behind the decision to have opera and theatre performances at both theatres. In theory the Vic and Sadler’s Wells had entirely separate audiences, the people of Lambeth and of Islington. Lilian Baylis clung to this idea: these were the people she and Emma Cons had set out to improve.

         
 

         In fact, there was a shared public for both theatres, and the planned alternation caused considerable confusion. People kept turning up at the wrong theatre. It became clear early on that ballet and opera did better at the Wells, Shakespeare at the Vic. The exchange was reorganised several times, with ballet and opera spending longer periods at Sadler’s Wells. The interchange was not completely abandoned until the 1935–36 season. In the meantime, the dancers spent much of their time travelling between north and south London. Twice a month, the scenery was packed up and sent to the other theatre by horse and cart. Travelling expenses added to the theatre’s financial troubles. Overall, Sadler’s Wells made a heavy loss on its first short season.

         
 

         The one exception was the ballet company. The School at Sadler’s Wells gave the company a good basic income, while classes for office workers added to the funds. Moreover, the small ballets were proving so popular with audiences that Lilian Baylis decided to present a complete evening of ballet. The Royal Ballet dates its existence from 5 May 1931, when the first full programme was given at the Old Vic. Constant Lambert conducted. Anton Dolin, a huge star in ballet and in music hall, agreed to dance as a guest artist. De Valois, her dancers and students were joined by three more men: Stanley Judson, Ivor Beddoes and (from the theatre company) Leslie French. Many of the extra dancers were performing in other shows on the same evening. ‘It was a nightmare of worry to arrange the programme so that everyone could make the appearances required of them at other theatres,’ wrote de Valois.6 Judson crossed Waterloo Bridge twice in the course of that first night.

         
 

         The Company showed four of their most popular ballets and one new work, The Jackdaw and the Pigeons by de Valois. This bird fable had a specially composed score by Hugh Bradford. Its designs were by William Chappell, a Rambert student who went on to dance for the company. The ballet was slight and rather silly, though P. W. Manchester remembered de Valois’s ‘piquancy in her delightful Jackdaw costume’.7 The Old Vic night was completely sold out, and two more performances were given at Sadler’s Wells. Dolin, who was dancing in a West End musical, got leave to dance at the first Wells performance on 15 May. At her own request, Lydia Lopokova appeared at the second, six days later. She danced Cephalus and Procris, which de Valois had made for the Camargo Society in January, and refused her fee. She asked that the money be given to the young members of the ballet company – who at once returned it to Sadler’s Wells.

         
 

         The management was startled by the success of these performances. The Annual Report for the season found it ‘astonishingly satisfactory to discover so large and enthusiastic a public waiting for the presentation of this difficult and eclectic form of art, which has not hitherto been treated seriously in London unless it hailed from a foreign country’.8 The Report’s authors were right: there was a ready-made ballet public. Audiences had been built up by Diaghilev and by Pavlova. Some balletomanes stayed loyal to Russian ballet, but by 1931 they had been deprived of that for two years. Since Diaghilev’s death, there had been little ballet in Britain. Pavlova had given her last performances, other stars had given music-hall appearances and the Rubinstein company had come (let down, again, by Rubinstein’s own dancing). The fledgling efforts of de Valois, Rambert and the Camargo Society all benefited from an initial lack of competition.

         
 

         The first Vic-Wells evenings were a small beginning. The Company was still inexperienced; none of these ballets survived in repertory. Nevertheless, an audience of balletomanes and Old Vic regulars welcomed them. For the next season, Lilian Baylis decided, the ballet could give one performance every fortnight. The Company hired its first male dancers, Stanley Judson and Travis Kemp, while Constant Lambert was engaged as conductor and Musical Director. Over the summer, de Valois and her dancers were at work for the Camargo Society. The Jackdaw and the Pigeons was revived, but the major contribution was de Valois’s new work, Job. This had a greater impact than any Camargo ballet to date, and established de Valois’s reputation as a choreographer. It was a distinctly British work, with music by Ralph Vaughan Williams. As Lydia Lopokova wrote to Geoffrey Keynes, her brother-in-law, ‘My chief pleasure was that it differed from the Russian ballet tradition, the most important merit of Job.’9

         
 

         The idea for the ballet came from Geoffrey Keynes. He argued that Blake’s Illustrations of the Book of Job provided settings and groupings that would work as a stage production. In 1927, he offered the ballet to Diaghilev, who turned it down – ‘too English’.10 When the Camargo Society was formed, Keynes approached de Valois. She accepted Vaughan Williams’s requests that it should be called ‘A Masque for Dancing’ and that it should have no pointe-work, instead using grouping and gesture as she had used them in her Greek choruses. Job made its impact as a complete theatrical production more than through individual dances. Some critics even wondered if it was a ballet. ‘Let those dance critics try to cast it with anything but really skilled dancers,’ replied de Valois crisply.11 In a production full of flowing mime, Job had one role for a star dancer. De Valois made the most of Anton Dolin’s stage presence and athleticism. He was a superbly arrogant Satan in a role full of jumps and backbends.

         
 

         When British ballet was struggling for recognition, Job had the advantage of ambitious, unmistakable seriousness. ‘Ballets containing even one little idea have been rare in the last sixteen years,’ wrote the Daily Telegraph’s Richard Capell in 1934. ‘Many have had no idea at all. The idea of Job is grand, and it is carried out with daring and nobility.’12 On loan from the Camargo Society, it opened the 1931–32 season. It was a great popular success – indeed, wrote de Valois, ‘it was the English Ballet’s only subsidy’.13 It was the Vic-Wells Ballet’s first substantial production, but it did put a strain on the Company’s resources. Job’s seven sons caused particular trouble. De Valois had only two men on the staff; as soon as one lot of guest artists had learned the ballet, they would get engagements elsewhere. The sons were rarely the same twice running, and at one performance there were only six of them. Dolin, too, was combining his work for the Vic-Wells with musical comedy work. On opening night, a taxi waited at the stage door to rush him back to the Hippodrome as soon as the curtain calls were over.

         
 

         The first Vic-Wells performance of Job shared a bill with Regatta, Frederick Ashton’s first ballet for the Company. It was a nautical romp with music by Gavin Gordon. De Valois played a glamorous Foreign Visitor, and a trio of Yachting Girls came down with seasickness. Two more productions, both choreographed by de Valois, were added before Christmas. De Valois’s Fête polonaise, another Camargo production, was a suite of dances to Glinka. In December Ashton returned to dance the title role in her next ballet, The Jew in the Bush.

         
 

         De Valois was working hard to keep the attention of her audience. Besides frequent new productions, she turned to guest stars. At Ashton’s invitation, Alicia Markova had been appearing at Rambert’s Ballet Club. At the end of 1931, de Valois went backstage and told Markova that ‘it was about time’ she appeared with the Vic-Wells Ballet.14 The two women were old colleagues. When Markova joined the Ballets Russes, aged fourteen, de Valois had been asked to look after her. Markova had grown up to be a classical dancer of brilliant technique and ethereal quality, but Diaghilev’s death had interrupted her career, depriving her of the chance to dance the great classical roles. When de Valois brought Markova to her company, everybody benefited. De Valois had a star who could draw the public and justify her decision to stage the classics.

         
 

         This profitable association started in January 1932. At a special matinee, Markova danced Cephalus and Procris then appeared barefoot in de Valois’s new Narcissus and Echo. This was thought to be ‘a very “modern” piece,’ Markova remembered, ‘with its Arthur Bliss score, its black and white décor and costumes, danced in profile’.15 Barefoot or on pointe, Markova was an immediate hit with the Vic-Wells audience, and the management quickly arranged a special season in March. Markova and Dolin would lead the company for eleven performances. The permanent Company was expanded, with ballets added to the repertory. Dolin staged Le Spectre de la rose and danced it with de Valois – hardly obvious casting for the dreamy heroine. This was the Company’s first Fokine ballet. Markova staged the second, Les Sylphides, which was becoming a standard for most ballet companies. This first Vic-Wells version was gauntly designed and not particularly distinguished. In 1937, the Company was able to bring in the original Benois designs. The other new works were an Italian Suite by Dolin and de Valois, Rupert Doone’s The Enchanted Grove (‘a ghastly bit of Rococo chinoiserie’, wrote P. W. Manchester) and de Valois’s Nursery Suite.16 This was a series of dances for nursery-rhyme characters, set to an Elgar score that had been written for the Princesses Elizabeth and Margaret. Their mother, then the Duchess of York, came to see the first night, bringing the company a flurry of publicity.

         
 

         The Camargo Society’s most ambitious performances took place that summer, with dancers from the Ballet Club and the Vic-Wells. The Society took the Savoy Theatre for a month, giving de Valois’s dancers the chance to perform an extensive repertory in the West End, with tickets sold to the general public rather than a subscription audience. Olga Spessivtseva came from Paris to dance Giselle and the second act of Le Lac des cygnes, as Swan Lake was then usually called. ‘I hope that you have watched closely,’ she said to Markova after a performance of Giselle. ‘This is a ballet that will be good for you.’17 De Valois acted as ballet mistress for both productions, and danced Giselle’s mother at one performance. She had also been invited to take a group of British dancers to Copenhagen, where there was a British Trades and Arts Exhibition that summer. ‘The British Ballet Company’ featured Vic-Wells dancers with Phyllis Bedells, Markova and Dolin in leading roles. They took Job, Les Sylphides and other short ballets from the Vic-Wells and Camargo repertories, Adeline Genée appeared at the last performance and reviews were generally enthusiastic. ‘It is a remarkable thing,’ said one British journalist, ‘that we have to come all the way to Copenhagen to have brought home to us that we have such good dancers in England.’18

         
 

         Back in London, the 1932–33 season opened with Markova and Dolin in the second act of Le Lac des cygnes. The two stars carried the performance; the Company did not shine. The season continued with several new ballets. De Valois appeared in her own Douanes as a tightrope dancer flirting her way through Customs. Dolin danced a Man from Cook’s, with Antony Tudor as the Passport Officer. Ashton’s The Lord of Burleigh, made for the Camargo Society, concerned characters from several Tennyson poems. Hints of a plot turned into an appealing but long divertissement: ‘Freddie, I loved the first three days!’ Lopokova had told the choreographer after the first performance.19

         
 

         The Origin of Design was another Camargo Society ballet. It had an attractive Handel score, but de Valois’s choreography was thin. The Scorpions of Ysit, her next work, lasted a little longer. The effective designs were Sophie Fedorovitch’s first work for the Vic-Wells, carried out with an economy that must have warmed Lilian Baylis’s heart. Beatrice Appleyard, the Goddess Ysit, wore an imposing headdress made from curtain rings. The rest of the ballet was an awkward mixture of tragedy and comedy. Ysit revived a baby that her attendant scorpions had stung to death. De Valois had meant the scorpions to be funny, but the tone was so uncertain that audiences didn’t know whether to laugh. Nevertheless, Ursula Moreton gave a moving performance as the mother. In December 1932, Dolin danced his new solo, Boléro. De Valois dismissed it as ‘music hall’, but the audience loved it and Lilian Baylis asked for two more performances. After the last performance she paid Dolin with one hand, then took the money back with the other. ‘For the Endowment Fund, Anton.’20

         
 

         Ashton’s Pomona, set to a score by Lambert, had been made for the first Camargo Society programme. It didn’t quite come off. The young Vic-Wells could not match the sophistication of the original cast, led by Anna Ludmila and Anton Dolin. Still, Pomona brought Ashton’s own following to Sadler’s Wells. Lambert’s love for Purcell prompted The Birthday of Oberon. The Company’s first choral ballet had music from The Fairy Queen and attractive choreography by de Valois. It was a large-scale production, with thirty dancers and a chorus of forty. Lambert wrote to a friend, ‘People objected to the chorus being in masks but, as I said, had they seen them without? It had excellent notices but wasn’t a success after the first night.’21 In these years, ballet was often reviewed by music critics. Lambert was keeping the orchestra in good shape.

         
 

         The next production, Coppélia, was even more ambitious. Lydia Lopokova suggested that Nicholas Sergueyev (who had staged the Diaghilev Sleeping Princess and the Camargo Giselle) should come to Sadler’s Wells to produce Coppélia. She wrote to Sergueyev, who was teaching in Paris and thinking of forming his own company – ‘an obviously impracticable project’, wrote de Valois tartly.22 De Valois, in fact, seems to have been eager to make sure of Sergueyev. She went to Paris herself, taking Evelyn Williams, then Lilian Baylis’s secretary, to draw up a ten-year contract. Sergueyev arrived in London a few weeks later, bringing tin trunks full of notation books. These recorded, in Stepanov notation, many of the ballets that Sergueyev had rehearsed in St Petersburg. He had smuggled them out of Russia when he fled the revolution, and used them to stage a series of productions for the company.

         
 

         Sergueyev and the notation were invaluable, but both needed interpreting. The Stepanov system was not a complete record of steps. The notes, which worked as a reminder for dancers or producers who already knew the ballets, left out upper-body details. Nor did they record the exact gestures and pacing of mime scenes. Markova remembers Sergueyev’s care with mime: the mad scene from Giselle was ‘set strictly to the music. This Sergueyev was very insistent upon, because of the timing and the fact that it was rather like an “orchestration” in that it involved not only Giselle, but also Albrecht, Bathilde, the Duke, Hilarion and Berthe.’23 Sergueyev was not always so precise. In St Petersburg, according to the Maryinsky dancer Anatole Vilzak, Sergueyev would get his staff to demonstrate the choreography – ‘Always somebody else to show, but not himself.’24 When it came to staging whole ballets in London, he ‘went haywire when he was producing things,’ said de Valois. ‘There were never two days done the same way!’25 She also found him to be ‘completely devoid of any real stage sense’:

         
 

         

            The production side, concerning entrances and exits, or the evolutions of human beings in the form of crowd work, had always to be dealt with by me on the quiet. He was unmusical to a degree bordering on eccentricity; he always carried a blue pencil, and would carefully pencil out a bar of music, which, for some reason, wearied him … This would mean that I must ‘phone Constant Lambert, who would come down in the lunch break and put the bars back. Sergueyev would return, and because, in his absence, I had extended some small choreographic movement to cover Mr Lambert’s tracks, he would be unaware that the position was musically where it had been before the onslaught of the blue pencil!26

            


         
 

         While Sergueyev staged the choreography, de Valois got on with production. Fonteyn, who learned The Sleeping Beauty in 1939, remembered ‘confusion about fitting the steps to the music, accent up or accent down. De Valois had so little confidence in his ability to get everyone together in the same rhythm that she called “secret” rehearsals to “tidy it up”.’27

         
 

         Coppélia was the first of the Sergueyev stagings. The Company danced only the first two acts, dropping the third-act divertissement. Lopokova helped with rehearsals, translating words and steps, then danced an exuberant Swanilda at the first two performances. Ninette de Valois danced the role for the rest of the run, showing off her wit and celebrated footwork. Fonteyn, who saw her as Swanilda and in other roles, recalled ‘brisés which seemed faster than the speed of light, and faster than any conductor could catch’.28 Coppélia made a good company ballet, with roles for rising dancers. A photograph taken a few years later shows the line of Swanilda’s friends, all promising soloists: it includes May, Fonteyn, Elizabeth Miller and the future Ballet Mistress Jill Gregory.

         
 

         During the March 1933 rehearsals, a young Australian dancer arrived with an introduction to Ninette de Valois. As she took his hand, Robert Helpmann recalled, she said, ‘looking at me, “You know, something could be done with that face.”’29 Her tone was not flattering, but de Valois was already looking for her next leading man. Dolin, she said later, ‘was flitting about all over the world. You couldn’t rely on him.’30 Helpmann was technically weak, and she put him in the corps de ballet while he worked on his academic schooling. He stood out at once. ‘I like the boy, dear, who puts too much brilliantine on his hair,’ said Lilian Baylis. ‘Do stop him, his head’s rather large anyway, and it makes one keep looking at him.’ Perhaps, replied de Valois, ‘that is what he means you to do.’31 For the opening night of the next season, he was cast as Satan in Job, the most important male role in the repertory. Helpmann could not match Dolin’s technique, or his Blakean muscles, but he had striking stage presence and attack.

         
 

          

         Helpmann used his sense of theatre to compensate for limitations in his dancing. ‘He could make you believe he’d done a thousand turns,’ remembers Beryl Grey, ‘when he’d probably only done one and a half.’ His early training had been irregular, and he was never a strong classical dancer. Instead, he found a way of acting the classical princes. At a time when British ballet was desperately short of men, his performances carried conviction and won audiences. He became an outstanding partner to Markova, Fonteyn and other ballerinas. The critic Dale Harris claimed that Fonteyn’s fish dives were more brilliant with Helpmann than with any of her other partners. A 1930s film suggests he was right. Dancing the duet from The Sleeping Beauty, Fonteyn plunges into Helpmann’s arms, diving as if into deep water.

         
 

         As the brilliantine – an extra-glossy mix of paraffin and Vaseline – suggests, Helpmann was keen to hold his public. ‘He showed me so much in the way of stagecraft,’ said Fonteyn, ‘and in fact forced me, in self-defence, to learn how to claim one’s own share of the stage. When I opened the door of Giselle’s cottage and stepped out, it was to step into the atmosphere of Giselle. Bobby, on his first entrance with cloak and sword, had already made the audience sit up and participate.’32 Helpmann could not set an example in classical dancing, but he was the first star to come from the Company’s ranks.

         
 

         British ballet had had several years without Russian competition. That summer, Russian Ballet returned to London. Les Ballets 1933 had Balanchine choreography and the ‘baby ballerina’ Tamara Toumanova. De Basil’s company, billed as Les Ballets Russes de Monte Carlo, had two more babies, Irina Baronova and Tatiana Riabouchinska, plus the Diaghilev stars Massine and Danilova. The small Vic-Wells company could not match this level of glamour, but it survived the competition. It had its own public and, indeed, its own star: Alicia Markova had signed a contract for the whole of the 1933–34 season. For three months, the Vic-Wells also had the ex-Diaghilev dancer Stanislas Idzikowski as a guest artist. Idzikowski was a virtuoso, short and stocky, with a radiant smile and a powerful jump. On opening night, he danced Le Spectre de la rose and the Blue Bird pas de deux with Markova. This was the first dance from The Sleeping Beauty to enter the Vic-Wells repertory. Markova also danced the Bride in de Valois’s new ballet, The Wise and Foolish Virgins. The evening ended with Helpmann’s debut in Job.

         
 

         La Création du monde, to Milhaud’s jazzy score, was the next ballet to enter the repertory. De Valois’s ballet showed the Creation in the form of an African ceremony. At the Camargo Society and in this first Vic-Wells revival, the dancers wore black body paint. (Blacking up didn’t cause offence in 1930s Britain, but the dancers did have some trouble getting it all off again.) The ballet was never a popular success, but it had enthusiastic admirers. The choreography was musically precise – ‘very difficult,’ remembered William Chappell, who played the first-created Man. Ursula Moreton, dancing the Woman, ‘had to count ceaselessly to keep me on the off beat!’33

         
 

         Milhaud’s score had been commissioned by Les Ballets Suédois. In its first decade, the Vic-Wells Ballet often staged new versions of existing ballets. De Valois was to choreograph two more Suédois scores, The Jar and The Wise and Foolish Virgins. The later Barabau and The Gods Go a’Begging both used music written for Diaghilev. Le Baiser de la fée came from Rubinstein’s company, Le Roi nu from Lifar’s Paris Opéra. This was sometimes a matter of convenience: Le Roi nu was hastily choreographed when The Sleeping Princess had to be postponed. These ballets also followed models established by the Ballets Russes: character comedies, a Stravinsky fairy story. Diaghilev remained a strong influence on de Valois and her colleagues. The next Vic-Wells production was Fokine’s Carnaval, first performed in 1910. The ballet was revived for Idzikowski, who was the only distinguished thing about it. Markova was miscast as Columbine, while the ballet’s atmosphere eluded the company.

         
 

         Les Rendezvous, which had its premiere in December, was Ashton’s first important work for the Company. ‘Les Rendezvous has no serious portent at all,’ he said, ‘it is simply a vehicle for the exquisite dancing of Idzikowski and Markova.’34 Dancers met, greeted each other, and danced to Lambert’s arrangement of music by Auber. Chappell designed and kept redesigning Les Rendezvous. His first version, with roses and lilies of the valley on the women’s dresses and in their hair, was by far the most admired. Ashton’s steps were crisp and witty, with a conversational elegance in the flourishes of arms and wrists. This was Markova’s best created role at Sadler’s Wells. ‘No one who saw her will ever forget her exit at the end of her brilliant solo,’ wrote P. W. Manchester, ‘head jauntily tilted, shoulders and arms delicately lifted, her narrow feet exquisitely placed.’35 She always left the stage in a roar of applause. Ashton also made demands on the rest of the Company – not least its newly acquired men, who danced a pas de six. Just as British ballet again faced Russian competition, Ashton showed off the Vic-Wells as a company of dancers.

         
 

         At the end of 1933, the Vic-Wells Ballet inherited most of the Camargo Society’s assets. The Society announced that it would give up its rights to Job, and handed over the scenery and costumes for a number of ballets. Early in 1934, John Maynard Keynes announced that the Society would in future devote itself to helping the Vic-Wells Ballet. The ‘management without a company’, set up to encourage ballet in Britain, had become a support for just one company. Again, de Valois had overtaken any rivals by sheer professionalism: she had regular performances on a stage big enough to show the Camargo Society works. Keynes backed her wholeheartedly. In April 1934, he would give her company a different kind of support by bringing a whole congress of economists, eight hundred strong, to see the Vic-Wells Ballet.

         
 

         On New Year’s Day, 1934, Markova danced her first Giselle. There was a thick, choking fog that night. Many in the audience were delayed, arriving all through Pomona, the opening ballet. The fog had got into the theatre itself: ‘Though it enhanced the mystery of the second act setting,’ Markova remembered, ‘it also caught at our lungs.’36 Her dancing had an unearthly quality; she was weightlessly fragile, with delicate musical phrasing. She was at her most ethereal in Giselle, which became her supreme role. She was partnered by Dolin on the first night, with Hermione Darnborough dancing the Queen of the Wilis and Helpmann making the most of Hilarion. The new production was designed by Chappell.

         
 

         Giselle was followed by Sergueyev’s production of The Nutcracker, then called Casse-Noisette. Again, Lopokova was on hand during rehearsals, translating and demonstrating. Sergueyev caught sight of the actress Elsa Lanchester, then rehearsing for Ariel in the Old Vic production of The Tempest. He was entranced, and at once decided she should do the Arabian dance. Lanchester, already a star, brought Casse-Noisette publicity and took most of the notices. (The next year, she went to Hollywood as The Bride of Frankenstein.) Hedley Briggs designed storybook settings on a very small budget. Markova was a perfect crystalline Sugar Plum Fairy. By now de Valois could call on a cast of forty dancers. She brought in the Lord Mayor’s Boy Players to play mice and toy soldiers.

         
 

         De Valois’s next ballet gave Helpmann a starring role. The Haunted Ballroom, which had its premiere in April 1934, was theatrically effective and immediately popular. Geoffrey Toye’s music was vivid and tuneful. Helpmann, in tartan tights, was the doomed Master of Tregennis, danced to death by three ghosts. The theatre designers Motley created a cobwebbed ballroom that faded to a night sky, with costumes in grey, white and black with touches of crimson. Markova, Ursula Moreton and Beatrice Appleyard – the last sweeping a lavish backbend – were the ghosts. In an epilogue, the Young Tregennis realised that he would grow up to meet the same fate. This mime role, danced by Freda Bamford at the premiere, became a first opportunity for a series of young soloists. One was Margot Fontes, later Margot Fonteyn.

         
 

         The Haunted Ballroom had a long life in repertory, and Les Rendezvous survives today. The ambitious 1933–34 season had been a success: the Company was beginning to establish its own repertory. It also had Markova, who could guarantee good audiences, and who agreed to return for the next season. Ruth French, a strong technician, was engaged to share roles with de Valois. She made her debut in Fête Polonaise on the first night of the new season. On the second, Helpmann danced Albrecht to Markova’s Giselle. De Valois’s next ballet had its premiere in October. The Jar was a comedy with music by Casella – like La Création du monde, the score had been commissioned by Les Ballets Suédois. Chappell’s designs were bright and very pretty. Walter Gore played a china-mender who got stuck inside a cherished jar, but neither he nor anyone else had much dancing to do.

         
 

          

         The great event of the season was the Company’s first production of Le Lac des cygnes on 20 November 1934. This was the first full-length production to be seen outside Russia. De Valois had danced in Diaghilev’s two-act version, which struck her then as old-fashioned and boring. Only Trefilova’s Odette–Odile saved her ‘from complete disillusionment: here I certainly sensed the greatness of the execution and the perfection of the central structure of the ballet.’37 She set out to make her own production as authentic as possible. Once again, Sergueyev came from Paris to stage the ballet. He restored Odette’s mime scene, dropped by Diaghilev and by later Russian companies. ‘The scene is particularly lovely,’ wrote de Valois, ‘difficult to play, and an excellent test traditionally for the young dancers of this generation; it is, moreover, an important link between the ballet of today and yesterday, and that in itself is sufficient reason why it should be left to fulfil its mission.’38 Odette’s mime was to become important in the Vic-Wells tradition of the ballet. Sergueyev also offered Markova ‘two versions of the Swan Queen’s solo in the lakeside scene. One had been danced by Legnani, creator of the role, the other by Mathilde Kchessinskaya, first Russian interpreter of Odette. In the event I learned both, and combined elements from both in my performance.’39

         
 

         Markova had a triumphant success. The ballet audience already knew her Odette; her Odile was poised and glittering. ‘There was a touch of sinister in her,’ wrote Jasper Howlett, ‘and a dazzlingly brilliant hardness … With her flawless technique, her apparent contradictions of strength and fragility, Markova made herself bewildering, and intoxicating, if not inherently evil.’40 Hugh Stevenson dressed her in a golden tutu with red sequins – Odile was not yet firmly identified as the Black Swan. Stevenson was working on a tight budget, so his designs were not lavish. The swans’ bodices had feather patterns, rather like fish scales, and the wigs were terrible. As Prince Siegfried, Helpmann acted and partnered well, and jumped unexpectedly high in his third-act solo. Elizabeth Miller and Doris May (soon to be renamed Pamela) danced the pas de trois with Walter Gore. The production was well rehearsed and smoothly staged, but it was carried by Markova. As a company performance, this was a modest beginning.

         
 

          

         Le Lac des cygnes was also the Company’s first charity gala, given in aid of Queen Charlotte’s Hospital. Money was still short at Sadler’s Wells, but the gala was an investment. It gained goodwill for the Company, bringing publicity and a fashionable audience to Sadler’s Wells. The Islington theatre could not quite match Covent Garden for glamour, however: the Daily Telegraph noted that various society ladies had left their tiaras at home.

         
 

         When The Lord of Burleigh was revived early in the New Year, Ashton cast Margot Fonteyn in a duet with Markova. It was Fonteyn’s first appearance as a soloist. Markova had to tell her, in a whisper, when to take her bow. In March, she was cast in Markova’s old role in another Camargo Society ballet. Rio Grande was set to Constant Lambert’s best-known score, with vivid designs by Edward Burra. Ashton’s first title for the ballet had been ‘A Day in a Southern Port’ and Fonteyn, not yet sixteen, danced a Creole prostitute. Her ‘technique has been strengthened’, noted ‘The Sitter Out’ in The Dancing Times, ‘and her stage personality has developed. She is able to grip her audience, and provided she continues in the way she has begun and does not grow too tall she should develop into a really great artiste.’41 Like ‘The Sitter Out’, the Vic-Wells audience had been following Fonteyn’s development. The Company had a balletomane public that eagerly watched dancers emerge from the corps de ballet. The dancer and critic Leo Kersley remembered watching from the gallery that season and singling out May and Fonteyn. With May, he noted her beauty in arabesque, in still poses; with Fonteyn, he noticed the flow of movement. Even when Fonteyn stood still, however, ‘you still kept her eyes on her. So she got a nickname in the gallery, she was the “glow-worm”!’42

         
 

         Margot Fonteyn was born in 1919, under the name Margaret (Peggy) Hookham. Her father was English, her mother half-Brazilian, half-Irish, and she had spent some of her childhood in China. In 1933, her mother brought her back to Britain to find out if she had the talent for a professional career. She took lessons from Princess Serafine Astafieva, who had taught Markova, before starting at the Vic-Wells School. De Valois noticed her at once. Echoing Espinosa’s response to her own patchy training, de Valois said, ‘We are just in time to save her feet.’43 In Fonteyn’s case, the rescued feet did not become her greatest strength – though Ashton was to make intensely demanding steps for them. Ashton, de Valois and Lambert all worked to shape the young Fonteyn. In turn, she helped to shape their company. ‘It is one of my greatest pieces of good fortune that I was exactly of the right age to be able to develop coincidentally with the Vic-Wells Ballet,’ she wrote. ‘I was like a surfer riding a particularly long wave, and it was Markova’s departure that launched me.’44

         
 

         In February, Markova had said she hoped to stay for another season. In fact, she left that year. Vivian Van Damm, the manager of the Windmill Theatre, offered to set her up with her own company. (He already knew her family: Markova’s sister Doris was appearing at his theatre.) Laura Henderson, the Windmill’s owner, would pay for a London season and a regional tour. Markova signed a contract for a year. The Vic-Wells had lost its ballerina.

         
 

         It also risked losing her regular partner. The new Vivian Van Damm Productions Ltd tried to engage Helpmann, but he had already agreed to appear in a West End revue over the summer break. Dolin was signed up instead. The next question was Markova’s company. After discussions with Lilian Baylis, Henderson agreed to use the whole Vic-Wells company. ‘You will do much good for British ballet – but you will lose a fortune,’ Baylis told her.45 She was right: Henderson lost £30,000, much of it for the benefit of the Vic-Wells Ballet. Markova’s commercial backers had been outmanoeuvred. The company appeared under its own name, not as the Markova Ballet. Henderson also paid for a refurbishment of Giselle and for a new ballet, The Rake’s Progress; the Vic-Wells kept both productions. There was another, more important benefit. The prospect of a rival Markova company prompted de Valois to put Frederick Ashton under contract. He would be paid £10 a week, with no royalties, to make at least three ballets a year.

         
 

         Having made one tour through Van Damm and Henderson, de Valois arranged others. The Company visited the regions every year until the war. By 1937, the Company could make a small profit on touring, despite the expense of a full orchestra. ‘Sorry, dear,’ Lilian Baylis told de Valois when agreeing the tours, ‘we can’t afford to send out a house manager with you. Go and see the theatre manager, look at the contracts, pay the orchestra, pay the theatre staff.’46 De Valois, characteristically, was glad of the experience.

         
 

         Baylis had carried out most of the Van Damm negotiations. De Valois was ill; she had a hysterectomy that spring. She went on working from her hospital bed, but her next ballet had to be postponed from April until May. The Rake’s Progress therefore had its premiere during the special season at Sadler’s Wells. Gavin Gordon, the composer for Regatta and The Scorpions of Ysit, had written music for a ballet based on the series of paintings by Hogarth. Constant Lambert had suggested the score to Ashton, who wasn’t keen. The project suited de Valois much better. It was a character ballet with a period setting and, as with Job, she could take paintings as her source. Her Rake’s Progress was forceful, concise, and theatrically vivid. It became a key work in the repertory, a distinctively British ballet.

         
 

         Following Hogarth, the ballet charts the Rake’s decline, from an orgy to prison and the madhouse. Gordon’s score was fast-paced and vigorous, always moving the action forwards. Rex Whistler’s designs were atmospheric and beautifully drawn. De Valois had planned to cast Helpmann as the Rake, but he was still appearing in revue. The role was taken by Walter Gore – the choreographer’s favourite Rake, but one who made little impression when the ballet was new. As the Betrayed Girl, Markova looked out of place, a ballerina detached from the robust world of the ballet. Harold Turner earned an ovation as both the Dancing Master and, in the Bedlam scene, the Man with a Rope. The Company’s women led a splendidly rowdy orgy. Gordon’s score used a nursery instrument, the ‘nightingale’, to suggest the voice of Joy Newton’s unkempt Ballad Singer. The rest of their dancers would chorus, under their breaths, words invented by Constant Lambert: ‘Oh dearie me, I do want to pee, and I don’t much care if the audience see. Oh dearie me, I do want to pee, and I’ll do it on the stage!’47
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