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DANCE DINING BOOKS CULTURE

SERGEY PEVNEY

Dancers of the West Australian Ballet in “Giselle™ at the Maj theater in Perth, Australia, in May. Balow, Margot Fonteyn and Nureyev rehenrsing “Giseile” in 1962 in London. When Fonteyn danced as Giselle at the Mz in 1870, she left a deep tmpact on the writer.

A ghost hovering over ‘Giselle’

PERTH, AUSTRALIA

West Ausgtralian Ballet
summons memories of
a dancer’s younger days

BY TONI BENTLEY

The West Australian Ballet in Perth
was founded in 1952 by Kira Bousloff
and is now the oldest classical ballet
company in Australia. Ms, Bousloff was
ene of the carliest members of the first
of several overlapping Ballets Russes

ESSAY

companies created after the Russian
impresario Serge Diaghiley's death in
1929,

After an Australian tour in 1939, Ms.
Bousloff — born Kira Abricossova in
1914 to Russian parents it Monte Carlo
—chose to remain on the wharf as her
company salled back to Europe, pre-
dicting that Australia would be a safe
outpost during World War IL She be-
came one of the many, often unsung, pi-
oneers of the enormous Ballets Russes
diaspora that brought classical ballet to
all corners of the world as dancers,
teachers, designers, seamstresses, cho-
reographers, ballet masters and direc-
tors — George Balanchine being the
most celebrated and influential,

Ms. Bousloff moved to “litile Perth at
the end of the world,” as ghe put it, sev-
eral years after the war, and there cre-
ated, ambitiously, a ballet company ina

town more accustomed to sheep shear-
ing than tutus or tiaras. It was no small
dream to bring cne of the most de-
manding and sophisticated European
art forms to a place still often referred
to as the “world’s most isolated city”’
But the company thrived — as has the
city. Ms. Bousloff died in 2001 at 87.

In 2012, the Belgian dancer and direc-
tor Aurélien Scannella was named the
company's director and, in collabora-
tion with his wife, Sandy Delasalle, a
former French ballerina and ballet mis-
tress, the company recently petformed
its new production of “‘Giselle.”

‘This ballet, which had its premiere in
Parisin 1841, boasts a distinguished lit-
erary legacy, with a libretto by Théo-
phile Gantier and Jules-Henri Vernoy de
Saint-Georges rooted in texts by Hein-
rich Heine and Victor Hugo. It isa par-
&able about the power of femainine love,

The heart of the lovely peasant girl,
Giselle, is won by Albrecht, a duke in
disguise slumming it In the local vik
Iage. But he is already engaged toan
appropriate aristocrat and his decep-
tion breaks Giselle and she dies in the
legendary Mad Scene — a crucible fora
ballerina — that ends Act I,

Sheisresurrected in Act IT as one of
the Wiiis, a battalion of betrothed-then-
hetrayed virgins who, united in the af-
terlife, reconsecrate their unused wed-
ding gowns as diaphanous armor and
dance men to death every evening.

The Wilis are untikely exemplars of
radical ferninism, appropriately embed-
ded as they are in an art form whose
very language — physically and mor-

ally — champions ferale supremacy, In

afinal twist, however, Giselle's love
runs se deep for her two-timing man
that she breaks ranks and saves his life.
So Albrecht learns about true love butis
ieft alone to mourn his beautiful ghost.
These performances in Perth offered
the opportunity to see the balletina
particularly unique setting, His
Majesty’s Theater — lmown affection-
ately as the “Maf"’ — was built in 1904
during the height of the gold rush boom
in Western Australia. Itis en exquisite
example of Edwardian Baroque archi-
tecture and one of only two remaining
theaters worldwide — the other isin
Aberdeen, Scotland — so-named d
the nine-year rule of King Edward VII,
Its public spaces are ensconced in
creamy ivory walls, gold trim, Art Nou-
veau-style paneling, grand foyers,
marble staireases and red carpeting,
while the inner sanctum is a delight of
red, royal blue and gold sprinkled with
whimsical theatrical raurais: a Vietorian
fantasy of grand opera meets vaudeville,
This jewel-box theater, a State Herlt-
age Icon, was purchased by the West-
ern Australian government in 1977 and
was given a multinsillion-dollar rencva-
tiotw. It has been the site of performanc-
es ranging from opera, Shakespeare,
films, and Gilbert and Sullivan to *“Rus-
sian spectaculars,” political rallies and
boxing matches, The stage has seen the
likes of Nellie Melba, Barty Humph-
ries, Claudette Colbert, Katherine Hep-
burn (advertised as *Hve and in per-
son'"), Judy Gatland, Anna Pavlova,
Rudolf Nureyey and Margot Fonteyn,
It is with this last with whom I have
my own particular memory at this very
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Fonteyn's autograph became
a sacred talisman for me.

theater, when, as a very yousg student
at Balanchine's School of American
Ballet in New York, I was visiting the
city of my birth and szw Fonteyn danc-
ing as Giselle at the Ma] In 1970. Like
Pavlova befare her she traveled the
globe, a devoted ambassador of her art,
Alfter the performance I waited by the
stage door and asked Fonteyn for her
autograph. Gracionsly, she signeda
scrap of yellow paper, creating a sacred
talisman for a young dancer.

As ] sat in ared-velvet seatin the or-
chestra at the Maj during the sold-out
opening night here of “Giselle,” Fon-
teyn’s ghost inevitably hovered, But as
I'watched those 26 impeccably re-
hearsed Austrellan girlsin Act IT hopin
those famous five opposing horizontal
lines of unison creating a vetitable fort-
ress of white tulle — I saw something
else more fantastic.

Not only was Kira Bousloff’s dream of
ballet in the cutback a reality — Brooke
Widdison-Jacobs is a world-class Gis-
elle with her willowy mbs and delicate
sensibility while Matthew Lehmant is
an Albrecht of gravitas and Valentino
good-looks — but one of the most fragile
symbuols of culture itself had landed
with perfect precision, like a Google
Map pin drop, in this remote city.

Toni Bentley danced with New York City
Ballet for 1dyears and is the author of
five books, including *“Winter Season.:

A Dancer's Journal,””
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