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Introduction





Throughout my career with The Royal Ballet, I was constantly asked by my friends and my family for more information about the ballets they were watching me dance. What’s it about? When was it created? Does it have a story? What should I look out for? I longed to find a book that would answer their questions, solve my Christmas-present problems for all time, and let me get on with my dancing. But while there are many wonderful ballet books both in and out of print, the one I was looking for didn’t seem to exist. Perhaps there was room on the shelf for one more: a companionable pocket guide designed to help both first-timers and aficionados get more out of an evening at the ballet.


Thinking about the book, I turned to Luke Jennings, a dance writer and critic whom I have long admired. Together, we decided to create a ballet guide offering two separate perspectives: Luke would write the factual, historical and analytical core of the book, while I would contribute the performer’s view – the View from the Wings.


Whilst a ballet performance can certainly be enjoyed with little or no knowledge, I’ve always found the ballet to be one of those experiences that is greatly enhanced by a little inside information. Our aim in this book has been to provide that inside information when it’s needed: in advance of the performance. Printed programmes are often packed with fact and opinion, but most people don’t get the chance to open them until five minutes before curtain-up. The result is always the same: row after row of audience members desperately speed-reading the plot synopsis as the house lights fade.


So dip into this book at random or trace the development of ballet from cover to cover. Either way, we hope the unusual combination of anecdote and analysis will add to your enjoyment of this art without words and, perhaps, tempt you to try ballets which otherwise might not have seemed worth the price of a ticket. To every ballet-goer – past, present or future – this book’s for you.


Deborah Bull


I have a particular memory of Deborah on stage, dynamically cleaving through William Forsythe’s in the middle, somewhat elevated. That was in 1992, and it was a great pleasure, exactly a decade later, to sit down with her and plan this book. The first challenge that we faced was how to slice the immense cake that is the international dance repertoire. In the end we agreed to be guided by a simple principle: to confine ourselves to works that readers might expect to see performed by the leading classical ballet companies. The art-form as we know it today came into being with the Romantic movement of the 1830s – the earliest ballets that are still performed were created in that era – and so that is where we’ve taken up the story.


Within the framework of a pocket guide, inevitably, it has been impossible to detail the entire ballet canon. We have included, I hope, all the most important works, but the book spans a century and three quarters of classical dancing and ultimately the choices that we made were personal ones – as are the opinions we express. The hardest decision of all, given the ever-evolving nature of the art-form, was which present-day ballets to describe. We can only guess which will stand the test of time. In consequence the more recent pieces that we have chosen are not necessarily ‘the best’, but those which, in our view, most clearly exemplify the various currents in present-day choreographic thought.


Luke Jennings



















Prelude





Classical ballet was born of the court entertainments of the Italian Renaissance. Elaborately costumed and performed exclusively by the nobility, these entertainments were a formal expression of the aristocratic world-view. The fashion for them spread to France; Louis XIV was an enthusiastic performer, and as a young man took part in ballets to music by Lully and other composers.


The demands of the ballet soon began to exceed the skills of amateur performers. Acrobats and grotesques were called for – roles from which aristocrats were excluded by lack of training and by social position – and travelling players joined the amateurs’ ranks. In 1671 Louis XIV established the first dance school, at the Académie Royale de Musique in Paris, and ballet began to migrate from the court to the theatre. Steps and movements were codified, and professional dancers built up a repertoire of technical feats – jetés, pirouettes, entrechats and cabrioles – distancing themselves from the amateurs and acquiring considerable status in the process.


In 1713 Louis established a permanent dance company at the Paris Opéra. There, the first true stars of the ballet were created. The most celebrated of these was a Florentine named Gaetano Vestris (1728–1808). Brilliant, vain and demanding in equal part, he became known as Le Dieu de la Danse. Like Vestris, many dancers of the day were Italian-born. The Italian tradition was older than the French, and Italian schooling, such as that offered by the Scala Theatre in Milan, was highly regarded. The Opéra, however, was viewed as the centre of the eighteenth-century ballet world, and the best Italian dancers made their way to Paris.


The eighteenth century saw ballet’s gradual evolution from a minor form (usually in the service of vocal music or poetry) to an expressive art in its own right. Drawing on the physical vocabulary of the dramatic theatre and the commedia dell’arte, choreographers sought ways of telling stories purely through dance and movement. The most influential of these modernisers was Jean-Georges Noverre, who became chief ballet-master at the Opéra in 1776. Noverre strove to replace ballet’s often cumbersome formality with naturalistic drama, and is credited with the creation of the ballet d’action, in which music, costume and steps are all subordinated to plot.


With these developments the art-form grew in popularity, and London, Vienna, Berlin, Stuttgart and Prague all became regular ports of call for the French and Italian dance stars. In Russia, the Empress Catherine’s dream of creating a Paris of the North ensured that an enthusiastic welcome always greeted well-known dancers in St Petersburg.


Noverre’s regime at the Opéra was followed by that of the Gardels, one of Parisian ballet’s most influential families. Pierre Gardel succeeded his brother Maximilien in 1787, and steered the company through the tumult of the Revolution. He also fostered an extreme artistic conservatism, from which the Opéra would emerge only on his retirement in 1829. It is at this point, with a new and fevered aesthetic in the air, that we take up the story.



















Glossary of Ballet Terms





These terms appear in italics throughout the book.




Adagio (adage). Slow passage.


Adagietto. Brief slow passage.


A la seconde. To the side.


Allegro. Quick, lively.


Arabesque. Position in which the dancer is supported on one leg with the other extended straight behind.


Attitude. Position in which the dancer is supported on one leg with the other extended behind. The raised leg is bent at the knee.


Ballerina. Principal female ballet dancer.


Ballet blanc. Lit. ‘white ballet’. Unearthly sequences, usually moonlit, as in Swan Lake, Giselle, La Bayadère, Les Sylphides, etc.


Ballet d’action. A ballet shaped by the requirements of character and story.


Ballon. High-speed reactive ‘bounce’.


Bourrée. Fast step, usually performed on pointe.


Bransle. Antique French court-dance.


Cabriole. Jumped step in which the dancer’s extended legs are beaten together in front or behind.


Chanson dansée. Lit. ‘danced song’.


Coda. Final part of formal pas de deux (duet) sequence, danced by both dancers.


Corps de ballet. Balletic chorus, presented either as a formal group (like the swans in Swan Lake), or as individuals.


Cracovienne. Polish dance.


Csardas. Hungarian dance.


Developpé. Step in which the raised leg unfurls to full extension.


Danseuse aerienne. Airborne, ethereal dancer.


Divertissement. Self-contained showpiece.


Enchaînement. Step-sequence.


Entrechat. Jumped step in the course of which the dancer’s extended legs rapidly criss-cross or ‘beat’ in the air.


Entrée. Opening dance.


Épaulement. Oppositional torsion of the waist and shoulderline. If the right leg is extended in front of the body, for example, the left shoulder moves forward. If the right leg is extended behind, the left shoulder moves back. This physical interplay lends life and three-dimensionality to sequences which might otherwise appear merely academic, and is one of the means by which a dancer colours his or her performance.


Fondu. The bending (lit. melting) of the supporting leg.


Fouetté. Spinning turn in which the raised leg whips the body round. The most famous example is the sequence of thirty-two non-stop fouettés in Act 3 of Swan Lake.


Gaillard. Antique French court-dance.


Grand jeté. Big leap from one extended leg to the other.


Jeté. Any jump from one leg to the other.


Legato. Slow, smooth.


Mazurka. Polish dance.


Pas d’action. Ensemble dance in which the plot is advanced, usually containing the formal elements of entrée, adagio, variations and coda.


Pas de bourrée. Small linking-step.


Pas de chat. Sideways spring in which the legs are gathered ‘cat-like’ beneath the body.


Pas de deux. Lit. ‘dance for two’. Duet, or formal duet sequence. The classical pas de deux is usually composed of an entrée and adagio for the two dancers, a variation (solo) for each dancer, and a coda (finale).


Pas de trois, quatre, cinq, six, dix. Dances for three, four, five, six or ten dancers. The pas de trois is often structured as formally as the pas de deux.


Petit allegro. Small fast steps.


Pirouette. Lit. ‘spinning-top’. Turn or turns on one straight leg with the other raised.


Polonaise. Polish dance.


Port de bras. Carriage of the arms.


Posé. Preparatory step from one foot to the other.


Prima ballerina. Title bestowed on the leading ballerina of a company, although present-day usage rare.


Prima ballerina assoluta. Even rarer title. Galina Ulanova was Prima Ballerina Assoluta of the Bolshoi and Margot Fonteyn of The Royal Ballet.


Régisseur. Ballet manager / rehearsal director.


Sarabande. Dance of Hispanic origin.


Saut de basque. Leaping step.


Scherzo. A playful measure, usually in 3/4 time.


Sortie. Exit.


Tarantella. Italian dance.


Tendu. Stretched or held. Usually refers to the stretching of the foot.


Terre-à-terre. Designates low, ground-skimming dancing.


Tour en l’air. Jumped step, in which the male dancer performs vertical turns in the air (usually two).


Variation. Solo dance.

























The Romantic Ballet





The earliest ballets that are still danced in anything like their original form are those of the 1830s and 40s. This was the era when the ballerina took centre stage, and assumed the cultish and mysterious glamour which she enjoys to this day. On stage, weightlessly flitting and skimming through the painted landscape, she became a not-quite-human figure – a fairy, a sylph, or a spirit. Someone to whom the laws of gravity deferred.


The ballerina was aided in her ethereality by three very down-to-earth nineteenth-century innovations. The first of these was gas lighting, perfect for suggesting moonlight and the supernatural, and the second was the tutu, the ballerina’s gauzy tulle skirt. In combination these gave us the ballet blanc – the famous ‘white ballet’ passages of Giselle, Swan Lake, La Bayadère and others, all of which take place at dusk or at night. The third innovation – and it was this that summarily despatched all that went before it to the store cupboard of history – was the pointe shoe. The pointe shoe gave us ballet as we know it today.


No one knows for sure which ballerina first stiffened the toe of her shoe with glue and darning-cotton and rose on to her pointes, but Geneviève Gosselin in Paris and Avdotia Istomina in St Petersburg were both dancing on pointe before 1820. The Russian writer Pushkin writes worshipfully of Istomina’s dancing feet in his verse novel Evgeny Onegin, and clearly subscribed to the keen interest that men of his day took in women’s extremities. Toe-dancing, as it was then called, played up to this interest. In the early court ballets, the pointed foot was displayed in order to show off the ribbons and buckles on the shoe. In the pointe shoe, the foot itself became the object of admiration, and the high arch (developed by pointe work), a desirable feature of balletic line.


In early nineteenth-century Europe, the mood of the cultured classes was one of mystical introspection. The roots of this attitude lay in late eighteenth-century German Romanticism. Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther and Bürger’s ballads had been echoed in tone by the works of Wordsworth and Coleridge, and had encouraged an interest in the transcendent and the sublime. The personification of this movement was the yearning poet, ideally situated in an exotic landscape, like Byron’s Greece. As the years passed, so the mood darkened. By the century’s third decade the popularity of books like Hoffmann’s Phantasiestücke, paintings like Fuseli’s The Nightmare, and compositions like Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique – all of them dealing with terror and the irrational – suggested that the Romantic was evolving into the fully blown gothic.


This was the moment at which ballet joined the feast. In 1831 an opera named Robert le Diable was mounted at the Paris Opéra. The production featured an episode in a ruined convent in which, at midnight, the spectres of nuns who had broken their vows were summoned from their graves to dance beneath the moon and to seduce the opera’s hero to the music of a demonic choir. The scene, brilliantly and atmospherically evoked beneath the new gas lights, caused a sensation. The unholy ghosts were played by the dancers of the ballet, and their leader, a pale, slender twenty-seven-year-old named Marie Taglioni (whose father Filippo had choreographed the scene), became the talk of Paris.


Taglioni had been admired by Paris audiences since her first appearence at the Opéra in 1827. Her dancing was subtle and apparently effortless, with none of the overt sex-appeal with which her contemporaries laced their performances. Her pointe work, by the same token, was an integral element of her dancing, rather than mere acrobatic trickery. Taglioni was not especially beautiful – her portraits show prim, rather sharp features – but she was exquisitely graceful, and brought a spirituality to her performances which ravished those who watched them. ‘Her debut will open a new epoch,’ wrote Le Figaro’s critic. ‘It is Romanticism applied to the dance.’


Now, it seemed, Taglioni’s dancing had touched a darker chord. In the ghostly seductress rising from her ruined cloister in Robert le Diable, Parisians had recognised a thrillingly perverse object of desire, and the ultimate femme fatale. Word of her ambiguous appeal spread (‘What lack of restraint, yet how chaste,’ wrote the poet Théophile Gautier, one of her most fervent admirers), and within the year, in La Sylphide, Taglioni was dancing another other-worldly role, that of the beautiful but unattainable spirit-girl who lures a young Scottish laird away from his bride on his wedding day.


La Sylphide proved a perfect marriage of style and content (the medieval Scottish setting had been made fashionable by the novels of Walter Scott). As the ethereal sylph, Taglioni was the archetype of the Romantic ballerina-heroine whose luminous charms, once glimpsed, lead the hero to forswear the mundane world – and with it, any chance of earthly happiness. In the Romantic ballet the heroine’s luminosity sometimes indicates a delicate virtue, sometimes a dangerous insubstantiality. She symbolised the unattainable object of desire whom poets eulogised and opium-smokers chased through their dreams. Unattainable, that is, this side of death, but then the nineteenth-century Romantics were at least half in love with the notion of death. In Giselle (as in La Bayadère, choreographed thirty-six years later) the ballerina-heroine only becomes truly desirable to her lover – and truly interesting to her choreographer – when she is dead, transfigured, and dressed in white tulle.


Generally considered the quintessential Romantic ballet, Giselle was inspired by a passage in Heinrich Heine’s De l’Allemagne. In this account of German folklore Heine wrote of the wilis, the vengeful girl-spirits who haunted the dark woodlands of the north and forced men to dance themselves to death. At the ballet’s first performance in 1841, the title role of Giselle fell to twenty-two-year-old Carlotta Grisi, the Opéra’s new sensation and the lover of the choreographer Jules Perrot. ‘Carlotta danced with a perfection, lightness, boldness and a chaste and refined seductiveness which put her in the first rank,’ wrote Gautier after the premiere, casually switching to Grisi the devotion that he had previously reserved for Taglioni.


Giselle, like La Sylphide ten years earlier, was an immediate popular success. Its choreography was divided between Jean Coralli, the chief ballet-master at the Opéra, who devised the ensemble work, and Perrot, who created the dances for Giselle. Perrot had previously been a popular dancer at the Opéra, where he had partnered Taglioni. He had left after a contractual dispute in 1833, and despite the success of Giselle, the Parisian dance establishment now refused to readmit him. He received no credit for his work on Giselle, and it was not long before Grisi left him for her handsome young partner, Lucien Petipa.


The five most important ballerinas of the Romantic era were Marie Taglioni, Fanny Elssler, Fanny Cerrito, Carlotta Grisi and Lucile Grahn. Fanny Elssler was an Austrian who joined the Paris Opéra in 1834, and became a pupil of Auguste Vestris (son of Gaetano, ‘le Dieu de la Danse’). Her appeal was frankly sensual, she could not have been more different from the maidenly Taglioni, and ballet historians consider her a demi-caractère dancer rather than a ‘pure’ Romantic ballerina. Nevertheless the Opéra saw the business advantage in setting up a rivalry between the two, and for three years boulevard society was divided into rival camps.


In 1837 this rivalry drove Taglioni from Paris. She travelled to St Petersburg, where for five years she became the star ballerina (and where, it is said, a group of devoted balletomanes cooked and ate one of her pointe-shoes). In Paris, meanwhile, as if to underline her victory, Elssler danced La Sylphide, Taglioni’s signature role.


In 1839, twenty-year-old Lucile Grahn joined the Paris Opéra from the Royal Danish Ballet, where she had been the company’s ballerina. A great beauty, whom Hans Christian Andersen called ‘a rosebud born of the northern snows’, she was swiftly established as Elssler’s new rival. In 1840 Elssler in her turn departed Paris for a two-year tour of the United States, where she earned a fortune, and incurred a thumping fine from the Opéra for breach of contract. Elssler’s departure ceded the ballet stage to Lucile Grahn, and left the way clear for Carlotta Grisi’s historic triumph in Giselle.


Fanny Cerrito, an Italian whose dancing was characterised by a brilliant fluency, made her debut in 1832 in Naples, and thereafter blazed a triumphant trail across the ballet stages of Europe. She was considered tempestuous, and her marriage to her stage partner, the choreographer Arthur Saint-Léon, broke up when Cerrito became the mistress of a marquis.


In 1845 an astute businessman named Benjamin Lumley, manager of Her Majesty’s Theatre in London, had the idea of presenting Taglioni, Cerrito, Grisi and Grahn on stage together. With considerable tact, Jules Perrot created a suite of plotless dances which showed off each performer to her best advantage. The piece was named Pas de Quatre. Perrot’s ballet suite encapsulated the Romantic era, and is the ultimate expression of the ballerina cult which it engendered. By 1844, Gautier was already complaining that ‘white was almost the only colour in use’ on the Paris ballet stage, and after Lumley’s triumph at Her Majesty’s Theatre (attended by Her Majesty herself, and Prince Albert) the ballet blanc began to fade into the enchanted mists which had always threatened to envelop it.


For all its rapid advances as an art-form, ballet in the first half of the nineteenth century was dominated by a handful of individuals. We know them through the engravings and lithographs of the day, but these give little impression of their energy. Dancers and choreographers occupied a colourful but lethally insecure demi-monde, from which only the most brilliant were able to raise themselves. This handful made their own rules, knowing even as they accepted the adulation of the public and flaunted their amours that their professional span was brief, and that if they were not to end their lives in poverty (as Taglioni did, her savings gone) they had to be tirelessly resourceful. For all its international reach, the ballet world was still a small one, and the paths of its inhabitants crossed constantly. The most important behind-the-scenes figure of the day was Auguste Vestris. After a long dancing career (and a brief period of imprisonment for debt), Vestris joined the staff of the Opéra as a coach, where his influence was without parallel. Taglioni, Elssler and Grahn were his pupils, as were the choreographers Didelot, Perrot, Bournonville and Petipa.


Charles-Louis Didelot was the oldest of these pupils. He travelled to Russia in 1801, and over the next thirty years reorganised the teaching system at the Imperial ballet school, created more than fifty ballets, and set in place the foundations of the great St Petersburg style. Jules Perrot, as we have seen, was the creator of Giselle and Pas de Quatre. August Bournonville joined the Paris Opéra in 1826. Returning to Copenhagen three years later, he became the director and chief choreographer of the Royal Danish Ballet, and over the next half-century built the company into one of the finest in the world. His first and greatest ballet was La Sylphide, made in 1836. The ballet had originally been choreographed by Filippo Taglioni, five years earlier, but it is Bournonville’s highly characteristic text which comes down to us today. His first Sylphide, and his muse, was Lucile Grahn.


Bournonville went on to create the series of works which, to this day, forms the basis of the Royal Danish Ballet’s repertoire. La Sylphide was followed by The Festival in Albano (1839), Napoli (1842), Conservatoire (1849), A Folk Tale (1854), La Ventana (1854), Flower Festival at Genzano (1858), and Far From Denmark (1860). The Bournonville ballets are characterised by their charm, wit and sweet nature. They reject the gothic morbidity that was Romanticism’s dark side, and embrace the supernatural only in its fairy-tale aspect. Choreographically they appear deceptively simple, but in fact they demand brilliant footwork, spring-heeled ballon, subtle épaulement and an airily generous leap. Few companies outside Scandinavia have ever mastered the style, although many have tried.


By the 1860s, the Romantic era was over. The great ballerinas had left the stage, expressiveness had given way to vulgar exhibitionism, and European ballet was in steep decline. Arthur Saint-Léon, however – by now long divorced from the faithless Fanny Cerrito – was enjoying a late flowering of his talents. Having succeeded Jules Perrot as ballet-master in St Petersburg in 1859, he made sporadic return visits to Paris, where in 1870 he choreographed Coppélia, the last of the great nineteenth-century ballets.


It would be left to Marius Petipa, the last and most influential of the pupils of Auguste Vestris, to move the story forward.


La Sylphide




Two acts. Choreography by Filippo Taglioni, music by Jean Schneitzhoeffer, designs by Pierre Ciceri and Eugène Lamy.


First performed at the Théâtre de l’Académie Royale de Musique, 1832.





In 1831 Marie Taglioni came to the attention of the Parisian public in Robert le Diable. The following year, anxious to capitalise on his daughter’s success, Filippo Taglioni created La Sylphide, a reworking of a Milanese piece named La Silfide. The ballet was a sensation, and as intended, made Taglioni a star. Five years after its premiere August Bournonville re-choreographed the piece in Copenhagen for himself and Lucile Grahn to music by Hermann Løvenskjold. It is Bournonville’s version which comes down to us today.



[image: ] Plot


ACT 1


The setting is the 1830s – contemporary with the ballet’s creation. In a Scottish farmhouse, James is sleeping in front of the fire. It is his wedding day; he is to be married to Effie, but at his feet is the figment of his dreams, the beautiful winged Sylphide. The Sylphide dances and James wakes. He chases her but she vanishes like smoke up the chimney. James’s friend Gurn (who loves Effie) enters with the bride-to-be and her friends. The sorceress Madge appears from a dark corner, and the girls ask her to read their palms. She tells Effie that she will be happily married, but to Gurn, not James. Angry, James expels her.


When James is once more alone, the Sylphide reappears. She seems heartbroken, and explains that she loves him, but because her love is unrequited, she must die. Overcome, James tells her that he loves her in return. Gurn sees James kissing the Sylphide and tells Effie. As Gurn and Effie enter, the Sylphide hides under Effie’s tartan shawl in the chair. Gurn lifts the shawl, but the Sylphide has vanished.


The wedding celebrations commence, and Effie, piqued at James’s absent-mindedness, suggests that he dance with her. James does so, but the Sylphide appears. Visible only to the distracted bridegroom, she joins in the dance. The ceremony begins, but the Sylphide snatches the ring from Effie’s finger and escapes. James follows her, leaving a shocked Effie to be comforted by Gurn.


ACT 2


It is night. In the forest, Madge has summoned her fellow witches. In a cauldron, she has prepared an enchanted scarf. At dawn, James enters with the Sylphide. She introduces him to her fellow sylphs, but to James’s frustration becomes increasingly elusive.


When Madge appears he is at a low ebb. The sorceress offers her help, and gives James the scarf. If it is placed round the Sylphide’s shoulders, Madge tells him, the magical creature’s wings will fall off and she will be his for ever. The Sylphide reappears and James applies the scarf. Her wings fall off, as promised,


but she dies an agonising death in front of him. As he kneels, heartbroken, the other sylphs appear, and bear their sister away. In the distance, we see the wedding procession of Effie and Gurn.






[image: ] Notes


In its hero’s infatuation with a beautiful but unattainable creature for whom he will abandon everything, La Sylphide is an archetypal Romantic ballet. It lays out a series of opposites: the solidity of the home against the shifting other-worldliness of the forest (the domain of the Sylphide and Madge), the dutifulness of Gurn against the Romanticism of James, the humanity of Effie against the ethereality of the Sylphide. Throughout, earth is contrasted with air. When James dances with Effie, she is clearly earthbound; when he dances with the Sylphide he appears to be trying to prevent her flying away.


Tailor-made for Taglioni, the original ballet capitalised on its star’s modest bearing, expressive arms, and soft, billowy leap. Taglioni was considered a danseuse aerienne, and her exceptional ballon enabled her to give the impression of momentary stillness in flight. The same qualities are demanded of those who dance the Romantic roles today. The ideal Sylphide or Giselle must combine a steely physical control with (as Gautier said of the Neapolitan ballerina Fanny Cerrito), ‘a smiling ease which knows neither labour nor weariness’. As the legs do the work beneath the gauzy tutu – beating, turning, and leaping – the upper body is poised coolly and apparently weightlessly above them.


Male dancing in Bournonville’s ballets is no less brilliant. Having exported the Romantic style to Denmark, the choreographer cut it to diamond sharpness. Lightning-fast beats, a buoyant leap, and an airy carriage of the arms are amongst the characteristics of the Bournonville style, and its grace and charm is perfectly demonstrated in La Sylphide. The 1836 production remains in the repertoire of the Royal Danish Ballet to this day, and has been recreated all over the world.





Giselle




Two acts. Choreographed by Jean Coralli and Jules Perrot, libretto by Théophile Gautier and Vernoy de St Georges, music by Adolphe Adam.


First performed at the Théâtre National de l’Opéra, Paris, 1841.







‘My dear Heinrich Heine; when reviewing your fine book Über Deutschland a few weeks ago, I came across a charming passage … where you speak of elves in white dresses, whose hems are always damp; of nixies who display their little satin feet on the ceiling of the nuptial chamber; of snow-coloured Wilis who waltz pitilessly, and of those delicious apparitions you have encountered in the Harz mountains and on the banks of the Ilse, in a mist softened by German moonlight; and I involuntarily said to myself: ‘Wouldn’t this make a pretty ballet.’


Théophile Gautier, 1841





At the first performance of Giselle at the Opéra in 1841, the title role was danced by twenty-two-year-old Carlotta Grisi, the lover of the choreographer Jules Perrot. Its choreography was divided between Jean Coralli, the Opéra’s chief ballet-master, who devised the ensemble work, and Perrot himself (very much the greater artist), who created the dances for Giselle. The ballet caused a sensation. Within five years of its first night in Paris it had been produced in London, St Petersburg, Vienna, Berlin, Milan and Boston. By then, Grisi had left Perrot, who received no credit for his work.
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ACT 1


The story is set in the Rhineland where a young man named Loys has been wooing Giselle, a village girl. ‘Loys’, however, is not the simple countryman that he is pretending to be, but the aristocratic Count Albrecht. Giselle suspects nothing, but her mother Berthe is suspicious of the young man. She would prefer that her daughter marry Hilarion, a local forester. She recounts the legend of the Wilis – the spirits of young girls who have been jilted, and die unmarried. During the hours of darkness, the legend tells, the Wilis kill any man who dares approach their unhallowed burial ground in the forest. Ignoring Berthe, Giselle and Albrecht join in the celebration of the grape harvest.


Albrecht’s squire warns him that a hunting party is approaching. Hilarion, who is as suspicious as Berthe, witnesses the meeting, and decides to break into Loys’ cottage and find out his true identity. The hunting party arrives, led by the Duke of Courland. Amongst the retinue is Albrecht’s bride-to-be, Bathilde. Charmed by Giselle’s dancing, and learning that she, too, is to be married, Bathilde gives Giselle a necklace. Then, tired from the hunt, Bathilde asks if she may rest in Berthe’s cottage. The Duke departs, and a hunting horn is left outside the cottage so that when Bathilde is rested, she can recall the ducal party.


Hilarion has discovered Albrecht’s sword. Comparing it with the hunting horn, he discovers that both bear the same coat of arms. Interrupting the harvest celebrations, he accuses Albrecht of deceit. The truth becomes apparent when Bathilde exits Berthe’s cottage, recognises Albrecht, and greets him as her fiancé. For Giselle, the shock is so great that she loses her mind. Seizing Albrecht’s sword, she kills herself.


ACT 2


Hilarion keeps solitary vigil by Giselle’s grave in the forest. At midnight the Wilis materialise, summoned by Myrtha, their queen. Seeing them, the terrified Hilarion runs deeper into the forest. Albrecht enters. He lays lilies on Giselle’s grave and catching sight of her spectral form, follows her. The Wilis, meanwhile, have surrounded Hilarion, and force him to dance himself to death. Myrtha now orders Giselle to entice Albrecht, through the beauty of her dancing, to the same fate. Giselle attempts to resist Myrtha’s power, and to help Albrecht, but she is driven to dance, as he is. Nevertheless she does all that she can to protect him until, close to death, he is saved by the first light of dawn. The Wilis fade away and Giselle, released from their enchantment by love, returns to her grave, from which she will no longer stir. Albrecht is left to grieve alone.
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With its hauntingly mysterious atmosphere, and with its poignant statement of the power of love over death, Giselle represents the quintessence of the Romantic era. It lasts because of its formal perfection and symmetry, but also because – more than any other ballet, perhaps – it touches our hearts.


Act 1, with its harvest-time colours and its earthbound, temporal concerns, is expressed through essentially terre-à-terre choreography. Gravity is the keynote, not only in the country dances, but also in the groaning carts of produce and the heavy robes of the Courland retinue. Giselle is frail; her mother warns her not to dance for the sake of her health (an edict some have taken as a suggestion that she is pregnant). The message, like that of the autumn gathering of the grapes, is one of gentle inexorability. Like the physical world around them, human beings enjoy a brief flowering, they age, and they die.


Act 2, by contrast, is mysterious, lunar, and fearful. In the place of the gravitational pull of Act 1, the choreography suggests weightlessness and insubstantiality. When Albrecht dances with Giselle, he seems to be bearing her earthwards out of the night air. Only Hilarion is earthbound; he cannot sustain the flight – the metaphysical skills – necessary to survive in this terrible place. With Giselle’s help, Albrecht can survive. But Giselle is divided, and herein lies the tension of the second act. She loves Albrecht, but she is powerless to resist Myrtha. In contrast to Act 1, she now must dance. And her dance must lure Albrecht away from the safety of the cross on her grave – echoes of the old vampire tales – to his death.


It is often said that the challenge for a ballerina in Giselle is to portray with equal conviction the unaffected country girl and the ethereal spirit-creature. This is true enough, and the famous ‘mad’ scene which provides a bridge between the two must be performed with absolute conviction if it is to convince, but the greater and subtler challenge is that of Act 2, when Giselle is torn between love and the demands of her ‘undead’ identity, and has to express both simultaneously in dance. Producers tend to underplay the dread aspect of the Wilis. They may be a beautiful, fairy-winged corps de ballet but they are also a vengeful sisterhood, reanimated by hate. At the first performances of the ballet in Paris, people fainted when they saw their blanched and bloodless forms. The libretto does not explicitly state that they are all suicides, but Giselle certainly is, and it is for this reason that she is buried beyond the reach of grace in the unhallowed ground which Myrtha nightly claims as her own. Through the power of her love, however, and through her refusal to pursue vengeance against Albrecht, Giselle finds redemption. And through Giselle’s redemption, Albrecht finds his own.


The Giselle that we see today is attributed to Perrot and Coralli, but owes much to Marius Petipa’s 1884 production for the Imperial Ballet in St Petersburg. One of the most sparkling of the Petipa-amended passages is the Peasant pas de deux, a self-contained display piece with music by Friedrich Burgmüller which was added to the ballet’s first act in the original 1841 production. The main score was by Adolphe Adam, who was a friend of Jules Perrot and Carlotta Grisi. It is not especially sophisticated but it is theatrically effective and was one of the first to employ leitmotif. The themes for the principal characters and ideas are stated overtly at the beginning of the ballet and then referentially as the story progresses – for example in the ‘mad’ scene, where Giselle and Albrecht’s love theme is re-presented but in fractured and incomplete form.


Today, Giselle is danced by companies all over the world, and in many different settings. The Dance Theatre of Harlem set their 1984 production on a Louisiana plantation, with Act 2 in the watery bayous. Mats Ek’s 1987 production paints Giselle as the village simpleton, and the Wilis as her fellow inmates in a lunatic asylum. Sylvie Guillem’s 2001 La Scala production places the action on a bleak, Goya-esque Hispanic prairie. The traditional Germanic setting, however, remains the most popular, and the ballet (like Swan Lake), remains a great ballerina rite of passage. Amongst the ranks of those who have triumphantly made the role their own are Olga Spessivtseva, Galina Ulanova, Gelsey Kirkland, Alina Cojocaru and Natalia Osipova.
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For classical ballerinas, Giselle is amongst the most coveted of roles: a technical and dramatic challenge and a chance to measure yourself against the great dancers of the past. The role of Giselle requires a brilliant technique allied to an aptitude for the so-called Romantic style. While in classical ballets like Sleeping Beauty the ballerina must dance with a refined grandeur, all elegance and poise, in Romantic ballets like Giselle and La Sylphide she must appear ethereal, other-worldly, ghost-like, as if she has emerged only temporarily from the dry-ice mists which soften the box lines of the stage. Movements must be lightly traced in the air rather than boldly etched on the space. Jumps are carried on the breeze. The arms are soft and even slightly limp, as if early morning dew were dripping gently from the fingertips. At the same time, though, the choreography demands a steely strength and underneath her gossamer skirts and willowy sleeves, the ballerina’s engine – her technique – is working overtime.


Like many nineteenth-century ballets, Giselle has not one, but two principal roles for the women, one representing good and the other, evil. My role in life – at least in the ballet world – seems always to have been to dance the bad girl and Giselle was no exception. Not for me the eponymous heroine. I was Myrtha, Queen of the Wilis. For Myrtha, the challenge is to maintain all the essentials of the Romantic style whilst dancing choreography which must surely have been created with a man in mind. It starts gently enough, with a series of smooth, skimming bourrées across and around the stage, but these only serve to create such fearsome cramp in your feet and calves that by the time the hard work starts – a succession of bounding solos which build to a breathless climax of sauts de basques around the stage – you can’t feel anything below the knees. It’s twenty minutes, no more, with plenty of resting time in the wings, but even so, Myrtha never ceased to be a role I would absolutely dread.





Napoli




Three acts. Choreography by August Bournonville, music by Edvard Helsted, Holger Paulli and others, designs by C. F. Christensen.


First performed at the Theatre Royal, Copenhagen, 1842.





If his reworking of Taglioni’s La Sylphide is Bournonville’s best-known ballet, Napoli is his greatest original work. He created it, aged thirty-six, after a visit to Italy. By then he had already been the director of the Royal Danish Ballet for a dozen years.
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ACT 1


In the port of Santa Lucia, Naples, Teresina is waiting for Gennaro, the fisherman whom she loves. Watching her are two other suitors whom her mother Veronika favours – Giacomo who sells macaroni, and Peppo who sells lemonade. The fishermen return, and Veronika reluctantly gives Teresina permision to marry Gennaro. Fra Ambrosio carries out the rite. The couple sail in the bay, but a storm gets up and Teresina is lost. Gennaro, distraught, returns to port before setting out to search for her, carrying an image of the Madonna for protection which Fra Ambrosio has given him.





ACT 2


In the Blue Grotto on the island of Capri, the lifeless Teresina is brought to the abode of the sea-god Golfo. Intrigued, the god restores her to life and transforms her into a naiad, and she forgets her past life. When the fisherman arrives in his boat, Golfo attempts to divert him, but Gennaro recognises Teresina. The image of the Madonna undoes Golfo’s spell, and the couple are allowed to leave.


ACT 3


Gennaro, Teresina and Veronika give thanks to the Madonna at a shrine. Giacomo and Peppo try to convince the local populace that Teresina’s rescue was effected by witchcraft, and the lovers are shunned. Fra Ambrosio is sent for, and tells the crowd that Teresina owes her rescue to the intercession of the Virgin Mary. The crowd believe him, and the couple’s wedding is celebrated with joyful dances.
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Although a full-length version of Napoli remains in the repertoire of the Royal Danish Ballet, most companies perform only the final act, with its colourful tarantella and happy whirl of divertissements. On these occasions, arrangers sometimes add the pas de deux from another Bournonville ballet – Flower Festival at Genzano. Either way, the ballet shows the Danish choreographer’s style at its airy, charming best. Bournonville believed that the arts should edify, and (except in La Sylphide) avoided Romanticism’s darker, more gothic aspects. His choreography, by the same token, is conversational and naturalistic. There are no anticipatory halts in the music as the dancer formally prepares for his or her solo, nor are the big jumps and lifts ‘showcased’ in the Russian manner. Instead, everything is danced out in a swift, logical and unbroken flow. For those not brought up in the Bournonville style (and even the Danish hold on the style is slipping), the necessary fluency can be hard to achieve, and applying meaningful light and shade to the steps even harder. Performed to full effect, however, Napoli and the other Bournonville ballets are unmatched in their fragrant charm.
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During my years with The Royal Ballet, we danced very little of the Bournonville repertoire, but the early 1980s saw revivals at the Royal Opera House of both Napoli and Conservatoire. In fact, I had already danced a solo in Napoli at the Wimbledon Theatre as part of The Royal Ballet School’s annual performances in 1980. It was good to have a chance to tackle it again on joining the company. The Bournonville repertoire is characterised by quick, fleet and intricate footwork, with the ability to bounce like a rubber ball an absolute essential. It’s no good having a strong jump, as I did. Dancing Bournonville requires a light, speedy jump: the ability to rebound at speed, to take off again the very moment you land. Bournonville probably didn’t know this, but he was actually choreographing for dancers with a high proportion of fast twitch muscle fibres – the dance equivalent of a sprinter rather than a marathon runner. The other unusual characteristic of the Bournonville repertoire, for non-Danish-trained dancers, is the apparently restricted use of port de bras. Many of the tricky jumps and turns are executed with the arms held low and immobile, bras bas, by the sides of the body. Anyone who has ever tried to jump high – either on a sports field or simply to reach something from a top shelf – knows how much help the arms can give in gaining momentum and height. Until you get used to it, keeping your arms still whilst attempting to dance Bournonville is a bit like dancing in a straitjacket. When Johan Kobborg joined The Royal Ballet in 1999, I had the chance to see at close quarters how experts in the style make it look effortless.








Pas de Quatre




Divertissement. Choreography by Jules Perrot, music by Cesare Pugni.


First performed at His Majesty’s Theatre, London, 1845.





When Benjamin Lumley (the manager of His Majesty’s Theatre in the Haymarket) succeeded in uniting Marie Taglioni, Carlotta Grisi, Fanny Cerrito and Lucile Grahn on his stage, it was regarded as a tremendous entrepreneurial coup. Lumley may have considered inviting Fanny Elssler too, but a state of mute warfare had existed between Taglioni and Elssler since the Austrian had had the temerity to dance La Sylphide at the Opéra seven years earlier, and the project would certainly have foundered if she had been involved. As it was, the idea found cautious acceptance, and it was to Jules Perrot (the former lover of Carlotta Grisi), that Lumley entrusted the tricky business of choreographing a suitable divertissement. All went well until a decision had to be made about the order of the dances (the later in the piece, conventionally, the greater the prestige). The deadlock threatened to sink the whole ballet until Perrot had the idea of suggesting that the dancers proceed by age – youngest first!
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The dancers are discovered grouped respectfully around Taglioni. Grahn performs a short variation, Cerrito and Grisi dance a brief duet, and Taglioni traverses the stage in a series of grands jetés. The four dancers then proceed to their main variations. Grahn is light and bright, Grisi romantically commanding, Cerrito crystalline and spectacular, Taglioni gracefully authoritative. The sense of muted competition increases until all four are dancing together, but then, as if in courteous acceptance of their equality, the four return to their original grouping.
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Pas de Quatre was performed only four times with its original cast. Perrot did not notate his choreography, so his steps are impossible to reproduce exactly. In 1941 Anton Dolin staged the piece for American Ballet Theatre, basing his composition on the accounts of critics who attended the first performances. The staging was later adopted by the Kirov Ballet. Today the piece is regularly revived as an exhibition piece, and is often referenced by contemporary choreographers like Matthew Bourne, whose wittily post-modern Spitfire (1988), featured four male underwear models.


Conservatoire


Konservatoriet




One scene. Choreography by August Bournonville, music by Holger Paulli.


First performed at the Theatre Royal, Copenhagen, 1849.





As originally staged (under the title The Conservatory, or A Proposal of Marriage by Advertisement) the ballet concerned the adventures of two young dancers, who come to Paris to study at the Opéra and, as it turns out, to involve themselves in a complicated web of romantic intrigue. Unfortunately much of this original work (including the second act, which contained a cancan) is now lost, but in 1941 an abbreviated revival was mounted in Copenhagen. The choreography of this single scene has been preserved intact for more than 150 years, and is Bournonville’s personal reminiscence of his student days in Paris (1824–30) under the celebrated Auguste Vestris.
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In a Parisian ballet studio of the 1820s, the piece shows a dance class for virtuosi. The scene is one of dusty grandeur, with a chandelier and gilt-framed mirrors. To the music of a violinist, a ballet-master with a cane sets enchaînements of increasing complexity. Prominent amongst the dancers are a male soloist and the original ballet’s protagonists, Elisa and Victorine.
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Conservatoire is a charming and elegant piece, but it is also of particular choreographic interest, in that it demonstrates the Parisian teaching style which Bournonville learnt from Vestris and took back to Denmark with him. One of Bournonville’s pupils, Christian Johannsen, would later implant the same style in Russia as Petipa’s senior teacher at the Imperial Ballet school in St Petersburg (where his pupils included Anna Pavlova and Tamara Karsavina). Conservatoire is now in the repertoire of several companies, including the Paris Opéra Ballet (1976), The Royal Ballet (1982) and the Bolshoi Ballet (1989). In 1995 the Royal Danish Ballet mounted a reconstructed two-act version.


Coppélia


La Fille aux Yeux d’Email




Three acts. Choreography by Arthur Saint-Léon, music by Léo Delibes, libretto by Saint-Léon and Charles Nuitter from Der Sandmann by Ernst Hoffmann. First performed at the Théâtre National de l’Opéra, Paris, 1870.





Coppélia, created after an extended period as ballet-master in St Petersburg, was Saint-Léon’s last and greatest work. Creativity had staled under the Second Empire, and the piece marked Paris’s last gasp as a significant centre of nineteenth-century ballet. At the premiere in May 1870 the role of Swanilda was created by the seventeen-year-old Giuseppina Bozzacchi. Within half a year Bozzacchi would be dead of smallpox, Saint-Léon would have died of a heart attack, and France would be at war with Prussia. In balletic terms Paris would not be reawakened until the arrival of Serge Lifar some sixty years later.
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ACT 1


The action is set in a small Middle European town. This is home to Doctor Coppélius, a mysterious figure suspected by the townspeople of dabbling in alchemy, and to a young engaged couple named Franz and Swanilda. Coppélius has created a life-size doll which sits on his balcony, apparently reading. The townspeople are suspicious but fascinated. They think the doll might be his daughter, and have called her Coppélia. One morning Swanilda sees Coppélia reading on her balcony and greets her. There is no response, and when Swanilda sees Franz wave and blow a kiss to the doll she is upset. When Coppélia (animated by her creator) waves back, Swanilda’s upset turns to anger. She quarrels with Franz, and breaks off their engagement. Night falls, Coppélius leaves his house and is set upon by a bunch of young men who make fun of him. In the mêlée he drops his key. Swanilda finds it, and accompanied by her friends, unlocks and enters Coppélius’s house, determined to discover his secrets. At the same time, wanting to discover the identity of Coppélia, Franz takes a ladder to the balcony.


ACT 2


In Coppélius’s sinister workshop the girls are greeted by life-size automata, which they set in motion, causing havoc. Swanilda, meanwhile, discovers that Coppélia is merely a doll like the rest. Coppélius enters. The friends scatter and Swanilda hides in Coppélia’s alcove. Franz enters by the balcony, and encounters Coppélius, who offers him wine and drugs him. Through magic, the Doctor hopes to transfer Franz’s soul to the doll. Brought from her alcove, Coppélia seems to respond. In reality, of course it is Swanilda, and soon she is disobeying her supposed creator. Franz wakes up, and the young couple escape. Coppélius, meanwhile, finding his unclothed doll, realises that he has been duped.





ACT 3


Along with the other young couples of the town, Franz and Swanilda celebrate their wedding. There are dances for various allegorical figures, amongst them Aurora (Dawn) and Prayer. The couples are given gifts of gold, and Coppélius is recompensed for the damage to his workshop.
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Choreographically speaking there are many fine things in Coppélia – the character dances, the movements of the automata, the extended Dance of the Hours in Act 3 – but few of them are directly traceable to Saint-Léon. Despite being the inventor of a system of notation, he failed to notate the ballets he created himself. In 1884 Petipa staged his own version, and it is this, with some modifications, which we see performed today. Its heroine is sympathetic and strong; Swanilda is no moonstruck Giselle, but a lusty, resourceful young woman who knows her own worth. Her dancing must echo her nature: she needs an assertive line, a fine sense of attack and fast, stage-skimming petit allegro. Franz, by contrast, must struggle to make his mark if he is to come across as more than a handsome dimwit (it’s him, after all, who falls for the doll, is gulled by Coppélius, and then has to be rescued by his fiancée). He is assisted in this by Petipa’s arrangements for Act 3, which include a spectacular solo.


For all the sunny atmosphere created by Petipa’s choreography and Delibes’ wonderful score, however, certain elements of the ballet can strike a discordant note. Doctor Coppélius is the town’s ‘outsider’; he is old, and his ways are different to those of the other townspeople, so he is regarded as fair game for any amount of ridicule. We learn in Act 2 that his purpose is malign (his attempt to transfer Franz’s spirit to Coppélia is a reference to rumours that occultists had been engaged in creating golems, or quasi-human homunculi) but there is still something very disquieting in the sight of young Teutonic townsmen bullying an elderly, skull-capped Doctor.


Today the ballet exists in several stagings, of which the most important are the 1954 Royal Ballet version, the 1974 New York City Ballet production by Balanchine, Pierre Lacotte’s Saint-Léon reconstruction for the Paris Opéra Ballet (1973), and Sergei Vikharev's 2009 reconstruction for the Bolshoi Ballet.
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Given The Royal Ballet’s status as a classical company, it’s surprising that Coppélia, a standard amongst the classics, remained absent from the repertoire during my twenty years at Covent Garden. I did, however, enjoy exploring many of its variations throughout my years at school. It’s also a great vehicle for studying mime, that specific gestural and body language which nineteenth-century choreographers used to tell bits of the story which couldn’t be put into dance: ballet’s equivalent, if you like, of the recitative in opera. For the ballerina dancing Swanilda, it’s a bit of a romp – a chance to be that girl at school that everyone wanted to be: leader of the pack, clever, naughty, yet so loveable that despite her antics no one could possibly remain cross with her for long.
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