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Prologue: 
Tudor and Me


I was auditioning for American Ballet Theater at the old studios on Broadway and Columbus Circle in New York City when suddenly a man I did not know walked in and sat on a chair in the far-right corner of the room against the mirrors lining the front wall. I was there to audition because I had recently lost my job as the principal dancer with the National Ballet Company in Washington, D.C., a company co-directed by Frederic Franklin and Ben Stevenson, because the company had recently folded due to financial concerns, and now I needed work. I recall he was a very dapper man, dressed in a white shirt and tie, with pressed trousers, and black shoes. At that time in my career, I had no idea that that man was Antony Tudor. 

I honestly didn’t even know who Tudor was, nor did I know anything about his ballets because his choreography had not been part of the National Ballet‘s repertoire. Furthermore, although I had seen performances of the American Ballet Theatre at the Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C., I had never actually seen a Tudor ballet. Looking back now, I realize how ironic this memory is, given that I later became a Tudor dancer in American Ballet Theatre and that I remain deeply involved with his work and with the preservation of his work. 

My audition for American Ballet Theatre was focused on obtaining a role in the corps de ballet of La Bayadere,1 along with numerous other female dancers all vying for this single position. I really just needed a job, so it didn’t bother me that, if selected, I would have to enter American Ballet Theatre as a corps dancer. Also, what I did not know was that the company was looking for a tall girl, someone at least five feet eight inches tall. In other words, the dancer who would be chosen would have to walk into the part at the same size and height as the dancer who had left the company. Despite all my physical attributes as a ballet dancer, I’m not tall and, as a result, I did not get hired that day.

Instead, I went to Houston, Texas to dance in a gala performance which included a reunion of the Americans who had competed in the International Ballet Competition in Varna, Bulgaria in 1972. The company management of the National Ballet Company sent three principal dancers and me to the Varna International Ballet Competition. My partner Kirk Peterson and I performed four pas deux (partnering duets): the pas for the Sugar Plum Fairy and Cavalier from the second act of Ben Stevenson‘s The Nutcracker, a Romeo and Juliet-styled pas choreographed by Ben Stevenson, the Peasant pas de deux from the first act of Giselle,2 restaged by Frederic Franklin, and Ben Stevenson‘s Harliquinad pas de deux3. We all took home a medal; mine was a bronze. While at the competition in Bulgaria, I also had the opportunity to meet Kevin McKenzie whom, along with Suzanne Longley, represented Mary Day‘s Washington School of Ballet from Washington, D.C. They also won medals. 

During the reunion in Houston, I performed with Kevin McKenzie, future director of American Ballet Theatre, two pas de deux: Bluebird pas from Sleeping Beauty,4 choreographed by Ben Stevenson for the National Ballet, and Ben Stevenson‘s Harliquinad pas. After the last performance, while sitting in my hotel room, I received a phone call from my former National Ballet dance partner Kirk Peterson. He told me that the American Ballet Theatre management had asked him to call me and to tell me to fly to New York as soon as possible. I asked why? Kirk explained that they were interested in having me work with Tudor. “Interesting,” I thought, and next queried to myself: “Who is Tudor?” 

I flew out to New York the next day, took the elevator up to the American Ballet Theatre studios, and walked out into the lobby. It was filled with dancers, most of whom seemed to be eyeing me with less than favorable feelings. I gave the receptionist my name: Christine Knoblauch. She greeted me in a friendly manner and directed me to the changing room and to the studio where I was to meet Tudor.

After changing into my dance clothes, I walked the hallways to find the studio, entered the doorway, put my dance bag down on the floor, and then looked across the room at three gentlemen. One of them was the same dapperly dressed man I remembered from my previous audition who I discovered to be Tudor; the second person was a quite charming, dark haired man who turned out to be dancer Hugh Laing; and the third man was the American Ballet Theatre accompanist, Howard Barr. I remember only the following about the next ten minutes: Tudor walked over to me and, without introducing himself or thanking me for coming to the rehearsal, said, “You will never dance in this company with that name.” And then he asked me to sit on a chair, and we began the first moments of Hagar‘s role in Tudor‘s Pillar of Fire (1932, Appendix A).

I disliked Tudor immensely for asking me to change my name; I felt it erased my previous career accomplishments. However, I spent my first few weeks in American Ballet Theatre learning the role of Hagar and trying to find another stage name. It did not help me to realize that changing one’s name was the norm for a generation of ballet dancers who had been asked to appear either more Russian during the years with Ballet Russe or later less Russian similar to George Balanchivadze who became simply George Balanchine. After World War II in American Ballet Theatre, Russian names became less popular, with a more American sounding name preferred or a name with a more theatrical flair. For example, Tudor‘s American muse, Nora Kaye, had been born as Nora Koroff; Tudor was originally William Cooks; and the great English ballerina Dame Margot Fonteyn had been originally named Peggy Hookum.

After much trial and error, my name became O’Neal, with the change also sanctioned by my family. I remember the day I told Tudor my choice in last name as we stood together in the lobby area of the studios. I told him, with great reluctance, “It’s going to be O’Neal.” He immediately turned on his heel, walked over to the receptionist’s desk, picked up the phone, called the American Ballet Theatre office, and perfunctorily stated: “It will be O’Neal.” I almost cried. A whole career with the National Ballet was gone, wiped out in one stroke. And, I suspect, Tudor could claim that he discovered me. To make matters worse, Lucia Chase, director of American Ballet Theatre (ABT), offered me only a corps contract even though I was learning Tudor‘s leading role of Hagar in Pillar of Fire. According to Lucia Chase, everyone began in the corps. So, in a twist of fate, I learned the corps parts in ABT, while also learning a principal role with Tudor. 

So began my relationship with Antony Tudor. He and I worked on Pillar of Fire while I was also learning and dancing in diverse ballets by other choreographers in American Ballet Theatre. When we worked together, he seemed extremely specific in his teaching and corrections; this type of specificity was not something I had experienced with choreographers I had worked with in the past. For hours, I found myself sitting on the chair learning the intricate details of the opening of Pillar of Fire, the famous Hagar gestural phrase that defines her character. There were endless hours of working together with Tudor learning the exact nature of the gestures, the timing, and the exact angle of the arm and hand to the face. Tudor worked endlessly with me on developing the pace of the arm gesture which moved from Hagar‘s lap to the cameo she wore at her neck. The gesture needed to show how the cameo felt as if it would strangle Hagar, restricting her breathing, her very being. Next Tudor spent hours specifying how Hagar was to move from her seated position on the stoop to standing in front of the house, and only then finally making the decision to move into the house. This meticulous process was an unimagined way of rehearsing for me; it was not about concentrating on the performance of movement, as I had been taught, but how the movement emerged from the emotional intent of the character, the dancer.

All the while I rehearsed the ballet with Tudor, I also saw how the entire cast of characters in Pillar of Fire were created to move clearly and intricately through a set of gestures supporting the expression of the narrative. As Hagar, I met each of the characters by watching Tudor perform them. Here is a list of Tudor‘s characters as described in the program: Hagar‘s Eldest Sister, her Youngest Sister, the Friend (the man she loves), the Young Man from the House Opposite, and the Lovers-in-Innocence (the teenage children). All had specific gestures that were unique to the needs of that character’s expression within the dramatic storyline of the ballet. This level of character development, driven by unique gestures not found within traditional ballet terminology, was new to me; I realized then that I had much to learn from Tudor.

The level of intensity with which Tudor directed each rehearsal made my days fraught with tension. There was so much to learn about the ballet, the character I was portraying, and the movements that would bring my portrayal to life for the audience. I had to pay attention to every gesture because each movement in its minutest detail was important: each reaction, turn of the head, and look had to have a specific performance directed by the expressive needs of the unfolding story. Every gesture furthered the Tudor narrative and had to be performed within the precise timing Tudor felt necessary to achieve the desired effect. This level of detail meant that I needed to repeat each movement endlessly, over and over, until I achieved the desired timing. There were moments during my rehearsals with Tudor when I felt like a mouse scampering to hide from a cobra. But there was never any place to hide; there was always just Tudor, me, and the accompanist. 

Luckily, one of my strengths as a dancer was my musicality. I could listen to music and place each movement within the sound; it was as if the gestures became the lyrics expressing how the music felt. Tudor would demonstrate each of Hagar‘s actions while singing or humming the music; I don’t remember him ever counting any phrase. Therefore, I learned Tudor‘s movements as lyrics interlaced through the music. In the end, I found phrases of movement riding through and around the musical phrases all supporting the story of Hagar. Although Tudor was difficult to work with, relentlessly focusing my attention on the smallest details, his musicality was incredibly logical and provided a way for me to learn how to embody the choreography while guiding me when to move and stop. Further, his musical logic gave each character a unique and defining expressivity which then helped the movements to become more easily remembered. For me, learning to dance in the music, not to react or respond to it, but to be in the music was my salvation during rehearsals. I determined then that Tudor‘s choreographic logic lived somewhere in the intersection of the movement and the music. 

While learning the role of Hagar, I was also cast as the vendor in Tudor‘s The Tragedy of Romeo and Juliet (1943).1 Of course, I was more than disappointed that I was not cast as Juliet. “So,” I accepted the idea that, “I am to be the vendor.” With a mix of emotions, in which I found myself glowering and muttering under by breath, “I’ll show you,” I decided to be the best vendor Tudor ever cast. To that end, I created a back story for my character, which I developed to justify each entrance and exit, each pattern and interaction with another character. When I got through my initial disappointment of not being cast as Juliet, I began to realize that using Tudor‘s movement technique for developing character gave me much material to play with, and that being a vendor could be quite rewarding. 

I also experienced Tudor‘s humor for the first time during the rehearsals of Romeo and Juliet. I witnessed some of the dancers actually having fun with Tudor, laughing at his jokes in rehearsals, while also having moments of conversation with him about their roles. The conversations were real discussions about the work, not one-sided monologues. After this, I found myself relaxing during rehearsals, actually enjoying my work, enjoying the camaraderie, enjoying, may I say, Tudor. This isn’t to say that Tudor didn’t frequently pester the dancers or use a stern tone with them during the Romeo and Juliet rehearsals. However, the rehearsal environment was different. I was beginning to experience the many facets of Tudor‘s restaging process. 

At a technical rehearsal for Romeo and Juliet onstage at the State Theatre at Lincoln Center in New York, I remember having my vendor exit the stage as if customers had called my name and I was in a hurry to attend to them and to make some good money. Once offstage, I turned around and, in one moment, I caught a glimpse of Tudor watching me with this curious little smirk on his face. “Finally,” I thought. “I’ve done something right; I have made Tudor smile.” 
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In performance, once the curtain went up, I always wanted to feel that I could rely on all of the rehearsals to let me ride the wave of being in the ballet, to let me simply be in the moment of experience. This feeling of allowing the ballet to pull you through was particularly important the night I performed Hagar in Pillar of Fire since I was unable not to feel terrified before going on stage. My name had appeared as Hagar in the cast list only after Lynn Seymour, guest artist from the Royal Ballet, had cancelled. I had twenty-four hours to learn all aspects of the ballet that had not been already taught to me in rehearsal. I simply kept in mind all of Tudor‘s instructions: spacing, interactions, timings for lifts, the size of the stoop designed in the set, negotiating the backstage steps after my first exit, and a host of other movement details about Hagar‘s life on stage. I found myself in costume as Hagar on the stage of State Theater waiting for the stage manager to call “places.” I was walking around the stage thinking, “You’re alone in the American Ballet Theatre and Hagar is alone – use that.” I sat down on the stoop, looked out through the huge curtain into Hagar‘s future, and my mind went blank; the curtain went up. I was Hagar.

Hagar begins seated on the stoop of her house alone and lonely as she faces her future. From that opening moment when the curtain went up, I felt that Tudor gave me a gift: he presented me with one of the best sculpted characters that I had seen or experienced as a dancer. Hagar‘s gestural movements, when performed as Tudor wished, created for me a depth of human experience, passions, and unfulfilled desires. I discovered a new embodied sense of how hopes and dreams could be blocked, buried within a human being, as the weight of each limitation became almost unbearable to carry. Hagar journeys through a series of human interactions which push her, force her into a final encounter, one that changes her life forever. The weight of dashed hopes is finally lifted through the warm embrace of the man she loves. I now thank Tudor for a ballet which is magnificent to dance.

I carried this new sense of appreciation of Tudor with me as I began a new role in his ballet The Leaves are Fading (1975).2 Nanette Glusack and I were cast as the extra girls, not one of the main couples, and I also understudied one of the pas de deux with my partner Clark Tippett. Leaves are Fading seemed to me to be, in its choreographic structure and themes of movement, the culmination of Tudor‘s creative genius. In the duet for Nanette and me, Tudor used both pattern and gliding turns and jumps to create a playful, light, almost conversational companionship between us. Although not in the vein of his more dramatic duets, ours was joyous, almost a counter-balance to his earlier works. I felt the true diversity of his choreographic talent.

In The Leaves are Fading, Tudor‘s musicality again carried me as the pas de deux I danced with Clark Tippett naturally flowed through one choreographic phrase to another. There was an underlying dramatic tone in the music which supported an undulation of near and far, together and then apart. The only thing connecting Clark and me was our sense of movement, and move we did. He was a very strong dynamic performer and I was determined to keep up with him throughout our partnering. However, perhaps the most exciting experience for me when learning this duet was how I was swept into an ease of working with Tudor, as both Tudor and Clark were quick of wit, and an ease of interplay developed between Tudor‘s barbs and Clark‘s witty responses during rehearsals. I never ventured to enter their repartee. Yet, I did feel I was developing an artistic relationship with Tudor: my relationship had to do with connecting to and reveling in his specific way of working, a relationship that continues today as I try to bring his choreography alive to my own students.

However, even though I became more comfortable working with Tudor, he still “kept me on my toes” during each and every rehearsal. This consistent alertness became even more important when, during the creation of The Leaves Are Fading, Tudor worked with Labanotation specialist Airi Hynninen, who sat next to him at every rehearsal. Tudor would call upon Airi to solve discussions over the exact interpretation of a step he demonstrated. This attention to the exactness of detail regularly taxed my abilities, even though as a professional dancer learning quickly and accurately was a skill I highly valued and practiced daily. To find how the details flowed together, Tudor would demonstrate, always wearing his trademark pressed trousers, shirt, tie, loafers and socks, moving through phrases of movement while never counting. He would simply move while often singing. Then he would depend on Airi to make his musical demonstrations concrete.

During one of the rehearsals for The Leaves are Fading, Tudor‘s sung phrase sounded like: down, up, down, down, up, down up, up, down up and up. After hearing the sung phrase, we, the dancers, would enter into a heated discussion about whether or not Tudor had said: one down or two ups or a series of variations on the “up down” theme. To answer this dilemma, Tudor would ask Airi to read her notation. She then proceeded to read exactly what he had demonstrated. Tudor would smile and look at us: at that moment, he had helped us see that perhaps we were not as skillful at precisely learning his movement as we thought. In fact, this clarity of the notated moment always made him smile since, in that instant, Airi‘s interpretive decisions bested all of us and further demonstrated how much we still needed to learn. 

Now, as I look back on my experience in The Leaves are Fading, I find it amazing that Tudor‘s insistence on following detail to the letter did not lead to a somewhat exasperating atmosphere, “killing” the spontaneity of the movement. Instead, the atmosphere in rehearsals for this new ballet was positive as we eagerly wanted to feel and to see how this new ballet would take shape and who our characters would become in the moment of that shaping. When the ballet finally came together, it seemed as if all the details we agonized over with Tudor and Airi became a wonderful stream of movement, slow and then fast, up and then down, danced with a delicate touch and then with a strong, urgent energy. 

The last memory of Tudor that I have occurred during the opening night of The Leaves are Fading at the State Theater in Lincoln Center. The curtain fell and there was thunderous applause; we went through the ritual of our rehearsed bows, and then Tudor appeared onstage to my right. He joined the line of dancers. He bowed several times acknowledging the thunderous applause. He seemed pleased, really pleased. That is, if Tudor ever looked pleased.

 




Introduction:
The Tudor Aesthetic


Antony Tudor was one of a group of twentieth-century ballet choreographers working in the United States whose choreographic canon concentrated on the one-act narrative or the short story in movement.3 The others in this group included American choreographers Jerome Robbins, Agnes De Mille, Eugene Loring, and Ruth Page, to name only a few. Tudor stands unique amongst the group in that he was British (Frederic Ashton was the other major British choreographer of the twentieth century, but he remained in England and created ballets for the Royal Ballet.). Tudor‘s one-act narratives were steeped in his curiosity of modern thought and artistic practice evolving in the mid-twentieth century, not only in America, but throughout Europe. Judith Chazin-Bennahum, author and former Tudor dancer, in writing on Tudor‘s Dark Elegies, juxtaposed his development as a dancer – he began late in life – against his non-dance interests. Chazin-Bennahum emphasized that Tudor brought to the choreographic process an openness to a new variety of ideas. She states how,

His passion for ballet [,] a knowledge of composers [,] and an interest in the writers-Freud, Bergson, Proust etc.-who influenced thought in the thirties. In addition, all of his life he had an abiding interest in Central European themes and music, thus his choice of composers such as Dvorak, Janacek, Schoenberg, and Mahler.4

Most importantly, Tudor brought to the choreographic process first, his uncanny ability to observe his fellow man and woman and, second, his ability to structure his observations into the psychological interactions of his characters and their interrelationships within his plots, entangling his characters who also represented the average man and woman.

Tudor‘s Backstory 

Antony Tudor first appeared as a dancer and then as a choreographer in London, England through the Ballet Club (later Ballet Rambert) directed by Marie Rambert in 1931 after leaving his job as an accountant in a butcher’s shop. Dance historian Muriel Topaz cites Tudor describing his experience with Rambert as learning dance in: “‘a typical dance studio teaching a little bit of everything’ in London.”5 When he joined Rambert‘s company, he studied ballet with her, concentrating on the Cecchetti syllabus.6 Tudor noted that the Cecchetti method1 established his idea of classical ballet training and later became the foundation for his unique choreographic motifs. A funny anecdote that sheds light on some of Tudor‘s work with Rambert happened when Tudor mentioned to her, almost from the beginning, that he had a desire to choreograph. Upon asking Rambert to allow him time to work with a few dancers on a new composition, she commented, “But Antony, you can’t dance.”7

Nevertheless, Tudor‘s early works, all of which premiered with Rambert‘s company at the Mercury Theatre in London, showed promise, at least to some of the British critics. Further, Muriel Topaz, an American biographer of Tudor and professional dance labanotator, offers in her biography, Undimmed Lustre: The Life of Antony Tudor, an entire chapter on some of the critical responses to the early Tudor ballets. Of most importance in these reviews is the acknowledgment that Tudor began immediately experimenting with how gesture created a story line. In her book, Topaz quotes Cyril Beaumont writing in London’s December, 1931, issue of Dance Journal, concerning Tudor‘s early attempts at choreography and character development in his first ballet Cross-Garter’d, based on Shakespeare‘s play Twelfth Night, where he states: 

Mr. Tudor has very wisely tried to work out his ideas in his own way. The result was a workmanlike little ballet which impressed by its obvious sincerity, while the dances and mime really did express the story. The steps were simple, the mime was simple, but it was all done in the lusty spirit of the text. The production would be improved by a little condensation....8

In time, Tudor continued to work and explore within the genre of storytelling; he next began to weave his own tales rather than draw them from the stories of Shakespeare. As a result, on January 26, 1936, Tudor‘s Jardin aux Lilas, with music by Arnold Schoenberg, premiered. Here, Tudor‘s storytelling proved to be complex, historically contextualized, and driven by how human desire responds to the world around it. The story depicts the struggle of young Caroline who is about to marry a man she doesn’t love. Set in a lilac garden, the cast of characters (Her Lover, The Man She Must Marry, and An Episode in His Past [this last character is a woman from the past of “the man she must marry”]) convene, intersect, and interact. The ballet’s story mirrors the social etiquette and power struggles of the Edwardian period. 9

Now considered by critics as a masterwork, the early reviews of the ballet were mixed. Biographer Muriel Topaz quotes critic Arnold Haskell writing in the 1936 British Daily where he states that, “Antony Tudor‘s choreography is not yet fully developed. Deeply interesting patches... it is too jerky as a whole....”10 In 1937, Haskell further conceded that, “Mr. Tudor has ideas, but he has still some way to go before he acquires the certainty of touch.... His Jardin aux [L]ilas falls to the ground between the conflicting claims of choreographic, dramatic, and musical logic, though it has the merit of establishing and possessing a consistent atmosphere of the nineteenth century. He is apt to misinterpret the music.”11

However, in the same year, critic Lionel Bradley is quoted by Topaz as noting that Tudor‘s craft as a storyteller and choreographer for, “Jardin aux Lilas rouses all my romantic feelings. I continue to admire the apparently fortuitous but effective way in which the characters cross and recross.”12

Tudor‘s Dark Elegies premiered on February 19, 1937. The story captures the rituals of grief men and women in a small fishing village practiced when their children were killed by a catastrophic event. The ballet is accompanied by Gustav Mahler‘s Kindertotenlieder and performed by a solo vocalist and orchestra. The vocalist in the attire of the villagers is seated onstage during the entire ballet. The story unfolds through a series of songs, each representing a form or level of grief. Although after its premiere, Dark Elegies was greeted with mixed reviews, subsequent reviews began to acknowledge Tudor‘s unique choreographic perspective. Lionel Bradley in his 1937 diaries reveals the following on February 19th: “Unvarying grief can hardly be represented dancing for half an hour on end....”13 By October 23rd of the same year, however, Bradley wrote: “Dark Elegies is an astonishing and most successful combination of strictly academic movements and what might be called almost a primitive funeral ritual.”14

In the 1937 Sunday edition of London’s Times, biographer Muriel Topaz cites an anonymous critic (initials of A.B. only) as presenting a more lukewarm point of view. He or she states:

...but between times there were a good deal of processional movement of a not-too-purposeful order, and too little call upon the foot-techniques to hold the eyes’ attention though the permutations were often ingenious.15

During the 1930s, Tudor‘s work in the narrative genre became so prolific that Judith Chazin-Bennahum, a former Tudor dancer and author, writes that the “British critics came to call Tudor the ‘Chekov of the ballet.’”16 His masterworks, Jardin aux Lilas (1936),17 Judgment of Paris, music by Kurt Weill (1938),18 and Dark Elegies (1937),19 survived from this period and later made the transition to the United States along with Tudor.

Tudor‘s move to America began with the support of Lucia Chase, an American heiress who created Ballet Theatre in 1939 (renamed later as the American Ballet Theatre). Under advisement from Agnes De Mille, American dancer and choreographer who had befriended Tudor in the Rambert Ballet and danced in the original cast of Dark Elegies, Ms. Chase wired Tudor to ask him to come to the United States and work with her burgeoning ballet company. Tudor accepted and, along with Hugh Laing, his lead dancer and companion, boarded the last boat to America just prior to the attacks on England by Germany in 1939. 

Tudor‘s Jardin aux Lilas (Anglicized in the United States as Lilac Garden) opened on the American stage through a production by American Ballet Theatre in 1940. Judgment of Paris and Dark Elegies appeared later in the same season.20 Tudor also performed in Eugene Loring‘s Great American Goof,6 music by Henry Brant, during the same 1940 season. As with the Ballet Rambert, Tudor soon focused his career primarily on choreography during his tenure with American Ballet Theatre. In regards to Tudor‘s Dark Elegies American premiere, dance critic Walter Terry is quoted by Topaz as revealing in the 1940 New York Herald Tribune that, “Sensitivity, ingenuity of movement and simplicity of pattern, qualities we have come to associate with Tudor works, were again in evidence, and Dark Elegies emerged as a work that was frequently telling.”21 Here, I believe Terry uses the word ‘telling’ to suggest the revealing nature of the work to inform, share, and/or speak to the audience of and about the nature of grief, ‘telling’ of its many layers and experiences to all who watch the narrative unfold.

Tudor continued to work with American Ballet Theatre after the first 1940 season. His American masterwork, Pillar of Fire, with music by Arnold Schoenberg,22 premiered in April 8, 1942. This ballet seemed to secure Tudor‘s position as a master choreographer, a one-of-a-kind genius. In 1946, Lillian Moore writing from New York City for the British journal Dancing Times pronounces: 

Perhaps once in a generation a work of art is created which completely realizes the aims towards which many other obscure and incomplete efforts have been directed. One work achieves what many have attempted, and becomes eventually the symbol of a school or a period. One time can reveal what ballet will emerge as representative of the present renaissance... It can only be said that in Pillar of Fire Antony Tudor appears to have created a masterpiece worthy of this distinction....23

Once Tudor began receiving critical accolades, he was able to build his career within differing dance communities in the United States and in Europe to include his teaching and choreography work at Jacob’s Pillow in Becket, Massachusetts, the Metropolitan Opera Ballet, and the Juilliard School in New York City, as well as the Royal Swedish Ballet.

Clearly, there are many research avenues to pursue concerning Tudor‘s life and work. However, our purpose is to analyze the restaging of the Tudor ballets, specifically those ballets that I previously mentioned, by interviewing those most closely associated with them. These ballets include those created for American Ballet Theatre: The Tragedy of Romeo and Juliet, music by Frederick Delius (1943),24 Dim Lustre, music by Richard Strauss (1943),25 Undertow, music by Richard Schuman (1944),26 The Leaves are Fading, music by Antonin Dvorak (1975).27 Little Improvisations, Robert Schumann (1953)28 was created for Jacob’s Pillow in Becket, Massachusetts with Fandango, music by Antonio Soler (1963)29 choreographed for the Metropolitan Opera Ballet. The European productions included Echoing of Trumpets, music by Bohuslav Martinu (1963)30 for the Royal Swedish Ballet; Shadowplay, music by Charles Koechlin (1967)31 for England’s Royal Ballet; and Continuo, music by Johann Pachelbel,32 Cereus, music by Geoffrey Gray,33 and, Sunflowers, music by Leos Janacek34 for the Juilliard School in New York City in 1971. 

Unfortunately, many of Tudor‘s early works were lost and only a few surviving photographs remaining. The Planets (1934)35 was revised in 2002 at Duke University with additional choreography by Donald Mahler, a former Tudor dancer and then senior Répétiteur Emeritus of the Tudor Trust. The Duke production was supported by contributions from the Tudor Trust; Muriel Topaz, former Tudor dancer and author of Undimmed Lustre: The Life of Antony Tudor; and Celia Franca, former Tudor dancer and former director of the National Ballet Company of Canada. Fortunately, Judgment of Paris (1938),36 set to the music of Kurt Weill, is often restaged, although the fee to use the Weill music, five hundred dollars a performance, often makes it prohibitive to some professional companies, let alone university dance departments. However, two of Tudor‘s ballets, Jardin aux Lilas (Lilac Garden, 1936)37 and Dark Elegies (1937),38 remain as masterworks, hallmarks of Tudor‘s craft, and are continually restaged by professional ballet companies around the world and by American university or college dance departments. The preservation of the aforementioned ballets was secured through a continuation of performances by several companies throughout the years since Tudor‘s death; a number of archived videos which document these performances; and the first-hand experience of Donald Mahler, senior Répétiteur Emeritus of the Tudor Trust, having performed the ballet with the National Ballet of Canada. 

The Psychological Motivations of Tudor‘s Characters

Tudor‘s choreography is noted by some critics as signaling a Renaissance in ballet beginning in the 1930s (Antony Tudor, film). Setting the stage for Tudor‘s choreographic renaissance were the master choreographers of the Diaghilev Ballet Russe. Michel Fokine working with Ballet Russe (1909-1912) challenged the full-length, pyrotechnical ballet canon with his simple, flowing one-act work, Les Sylphides (1909)7 with music by Frédéric Chopin (Fokine). Ballet Russe choreographer Vaslav Nijinsky (Nijinsky) turned classical ballet tradition on its head with the one-act story Sacred du Printemps (1913)8 with music by Igor Stravinsky, in which the use of the turned-in leg, non-classical postures, and the uneven percussive meter of Igor Stravinsky‘s ballet score caused a public outcry in the theatre and brought the ballet world into the modern art movement. Leonide Massine (Massine), another Ballet Russe choreographer (1915-1921), created the one-act story ballet Parade (1917)9 with music by Eric Satie, which also opened the ballet vocabulary to a more playful use of the body. All of these choreographers opened the doors for thinking about and practicing classical forms of ballet in a manner that reflected the coming modern age. 

Building on how these early twentieth century ballet choreographers began to open ballet vocabulary to new ways of moving the body on stage and new ways of expressing life at the turn of the century, Tudor began designing ballets around the psychological needs or desires of his characters. In other words, and according to Nora Kaye, Tudor‘s muse during his early years with American Ballet Theatre, Tudor‘s movements were so “biographical” that when the dancers actually experienced the choreography they found they “could move only as those characters would move.”39 Donna Perlmutter, author of Shadowplay: The Life of Antony Tudor, summarizes Tudor‘s contribution to the creation of a new twentieth century ballet by stating that: 

Guided by a deep knowledge of how [his characters] might react to each situation and inspired to create the kind of poetic equivalent ̶ unique and economical ̶ that could telegraph a state of mind, he reached out beyond ballet’s limited realm. He found not just a whole new narrative form but a whole new body of material to narrate.40

Judith Chazin-Bennahum writes that Tudor “focused on the dramatic motivation of a dancer playing a character and looked for distinguishing and characteristic qualities [of each character].”41 She offers that “Tudor‘s ballets are often called ‘poetic,’ evoking images and powerful personal feelings that resonate throughout his work.”42 Again, Chazin-Bennahum shares that “Tudor created poetic gestural moments without melodrama or histrionics.”43 Having performed or watched other dancers in rehearsal for several of the great female character roles of the full-length story ballets, I believe that Tudor‘s Hagar in Pillar of Fire joined the lineage of great female characters as unique and challenging to embody. For me, this includes Petipa‘s Odette/Odile;10 however, unlike Odette/Odile, who appears caught in a web of sorcery and spells, Tudor‘s Hagar was just a woman dealing with everyday feelings of confinement, inner-family dynamics, and social expectations. For me, it seems that the plight of the female character in ballet was “updated” or made “everyday” through the Tudor narratives. Also, in Tudor‘s hands even the most difficult step signaled an emotional shift, a need or intention for Hagar. The virtuosic step was not the next technical feat or the pyrotechnical thirty-two fouettes (a series of repeated turns on one leg) during the Black Swan pas de deux. 

Tudor‘s ballets as stories depicted experiences and interactions of the Tudor characters, the average man and woman, in a moment in time, not as mythic figures in an image of timeless fantasy. The Tudor moment, however, was fully explored, analyzed, and fraught with details. It could be considered Proustian; that is, epic in its proportion of information to movement, of movement to character, of characters to each other. Critic and dance expert P.W. Manchester affirms Tudor‘s propensity for complexity of detail by stating: “The audience could tell you what happened to these characters after the curtain came down. Where they went and what they did. That’s how detailed and sure Tudor‘s concepts were.”44 

To highlight Tudor‘s focus on detail in capturing the interrelationships of his characters, I offer the following two examples:

 In Jardin aux Lilas or Lilac Garden (1936),45 Caroline is the only character who is named. All the other characters are simply labeled: Her Lover, The Man She Must Marry, and An Episode in His Past (the past of the man she must marry). As the characters are introduced, their movements immediately establish their relationship to Caroline. The relationships are capsulated and the psychological tensions between characters revealed within seconds of the curtain rising.

In Lilac Garden, the audience is introduced to Caroline and The Man She Must Marry. They are standing together center stage; Caroline is standing slightly in front of the man, her right hand behind her back. The audience observes that the two characters are standing close to one another, but when they begin to move, they reveal no closeness, no feeling of two people about to marry. Instead, there is a tension between them. Caroline moves and gestures to him as if to plead with the him; he moves as if to possess her, yet unwilling to fully consider her presence.

In Pillar of Fire (1942),46 Hagar is also the only character who is named. All the other characters are presented in relation to Hagar. There is her Eldest Sister, Youngest Sister, Friend, Young Man from the House Opposite, Lovers in Innocence, Lovers in Experience, and Maiden Ladies out walking. Immediately upon their introduction into the story, the movements of all the characters reveal some part of Hagar‘s personal history, some prior experience with Hagar and a suggestion of how future interactions with her will play out. Tudor, through the design of uniquely biographical and specific movements for each character, sets the stage for the moment, the interplay of psychological tensions between the Tudor characters.
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The author (right) as Hagar in Tudor’s Pillar of Fire,
together with Marie Johansson (left)
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