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My days as a dancer in the 1980s cemented 
my belief that the arts are as fundamental to 
the whole person as the air that we breathe. 
I left dance but continued on a path leading 
to an MBA and second career in arts 
administration. I am currently the Manag-
ing Director of the Institute for Contem- 
porary Culture at the Royal Ontario 
Museum. So it comes as no surprise,  
then, that my interests are well matched  
to those of Dance Collection Danse.

I am proud to be at the helm of DCD, 
an organization that houses such a unique 
national collection. Nowhere else in Canada 
will you find a comparable assembly of 
dance-related documents, artifacts and 
resources. This collection is at the very  
heart of everything that DCD undertakes.  
It has long provided the basis for our 
publishing and educational activities.  
Our recent push to share this collection 
through public exhibition has been met  
with tremendous enthusiasm.  

As we swim upstream into the future 
against global uncertainties, we need your 
help and commitment to DCD more than 
ever. Please send in a donation, buy a book, 
attend our events or visit our website. Be 
sure to tell your friends about us and let 
your political representatives know how 
important arts and culture are to your 
community. 

We at DCD are very moved by the fact 
that Lois Smith, a pioneering dancer in this 
country, continued to give in the form of a 
bequest. She is a symbol of what we can do 
together to keep the DCD collection secure 
and the organization thriving far far into 
the future.

Dear Friends of DCD,

I hope that our magazine continues to  
inform and delight you. Please enjoy!

Until next time… 
Francisco Alvarez
Chair, Dance Collection Danse Francisco	Alvarez	in	his	work	Zone,	1981
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DCD has experienced a very full and dynamic year 
since you last received our Magazine. With a multi-
year Ontario Trillium Foundation grant, we have 
been able to hire additional personnel and begin the 
design of a critical path for cataloguing the collec-
tion, fundraising and marketing in order to place 
our thriving organization on more solid ground. 

Our first major exhibition at the Market Gallery, 
Dancing Through Time: Toronto’s Dance History 1900-
1980, curated by Amy Bowring, was an absolute hit and 
gave us an opportunity to share some of our archival 
treasures with the general public. Loyal DCD friend 
and enthusiast, Veronica Tennant, generously hosted 
the opening reception. So many of the guests raved 
about the extraordinary exhibit and the reception’s 
warmth, humour, abundant comestibles and fantastic 
live performances by Toronto-based dance artists. It 
was when Bob Rae, who attended with his wife Arlene 
Perly Rae, pointed out that he saw his Aunt Grace in 
an exhibit photo of the line-up of dancers at Toronto’s 
Uptown Theatre in the 1920s, that we knew our work 
truly connected to the larger world. During the show’s 
four-month run, we presented two other public events 
and offered twelve special guided tours. The over-
whelmingly positive response gave DCD more momen-
tum for crafting dreams and goals for the future. 

Appropriate here is a comment from Mike 
 Layton who recently quoted his father Jack, “always 
have a dream that is longer than a lifetime”. 

And so, we at DCD carefully sculpt our vision for 
creating a space that can accommodate  continuing 
exhibits; a lecture hall where we can educate and 

inform students and the public about Canada’s rich 
dance history; a large temperature-controlled room 
where we can house, digitize and share our extensive 
archival collection; a performance studio for the pre-
sentation of Canadian choreographic masterworks 
danced by today’s dancers; and a video screening 
room where the public can view the art form’s history 
in Canada from the days when it was first recorded.

In this light, I was revisiting an article entitled 
“Dreams and Appetites” by Peter C. Newman in the 
100th Anniversary issue of Maclean’s magazine, October 
2005. I think his words express how DCD stakehold-
ers view what we do and how they themselves can 
relate to our mission: “History consists of moments and 
periods. The moments give it excitement; the periods 
give it meaning.” And in expressing the job of docu-
menting people and processes, Newman uses poignant 
language: “… [the work] remains indispensible to the 
Canadian experience” and “a mirror in which Canadians 
glimpsed each other and recognized themselves.” And 
so, we too hope to unfurl memories and imaginations. 

As these Opening Remarks are rife with the words of 
others who can say it much better than I, here is another 
quote for which I thank colleague and multidisciplinary 
artist Peter Dudar who lately forwarded journalist Chris 
Hedges’s words: �”I  remember Borges writing that we die 
twice, once when the body gives out and then the second 
and final death when there is no one left to tell our story.”��

DCD moves boldly forward with our dreams … so  
we can continue to tell the stories. 

Dancing Through Time: Toronto’s Dance History,  
1900-1980
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This summer we have been busy 
enhancing the stability of the col-
lection at DCD. This is due to two 
substantial foundation grants: the 
Metcalf Foundation allowed us to 
hire Carolyne Clare as an intern 
to assist with many archival tasks; 
the Ontario Trillium Foundation 
(OTF) enabled us to increase our 
budget for archival supplies. 

Carolyne is a dancer who also 
holds an MA in museum studies 
from the University of Toronto. With 
her help, we have increased the 
amount of cataloguing we have been 
able to do; cataloguing allows us to 
know what we have and where it is 
stored. With the Trillium funds we 
have been re-housing parts of the 

Stabilizing	the	Collection

sealing it in an oxygen-free environ-
ment will stabilize the existing dete-
rioration until restoration is possible. 

Next on the agenda is re-housing 
our substantial costume collec-
tions, which have largely come 
from artists Nesta Toumine, Lola 
MacLaughlin and Danny  Grossman, 
with additional costumes from 
Jeanne Robinson, Irene Apinée 
and Lois Smith. There is much 
more to do but the OTF funding 
is helping us to buy new supplies 
and allows us to employ Carolyne 
for two more years so that she 
can continue the great work she 
started as our Metcalf intern.

In mid-November, we will 
be meeting with Irene Karsten 

collection: transferring paper mate-
rials from office-quality storage 
boxes to archival-quality, acid-free 
storage; moving photos, slides and 
negatives into better sleeves and 
holders; and building custom-
made storage boxes for items such 
as tutus. We recently purchased a 
large map cabinet – while we don’t 
have any maps in the collection, 
the cabinet is perfect for storing 
our extensive poster collection. 
And on the advice of the Canadian 
Conservation Institute (CCI), we 
purchased the materials needed 
to store Maud Allan’s fragile 1906 
Vision of Salome costume in an 
oxygen-free environment. The cos-
tume is in need of restoration and 

Members of the Ottawa Classical Ballet in Nesta Toumine’s Moonlight Sonata with backdrop design by Slava Toumine
Photo: Pasch
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of the Canadian Conservation 
 Institute, who will tour DCD’s 
office and off-site storage units to 
make  recommendations for stor-
age and facility  planning. This 
project is a component of our 
three-year OTF  funding to work 
towards finding a new home for 
DCD’s offices and  collections. The 
Canadian  Conservation Institute 
is a government-funded organiza-
tion that provides conservation, 
restoration and consulting ser-
vices to the museum and heritage 
community; it is a leader in con-
servation research in Canada. 

To add to all of this busy archival 
activity, we are also collaborating 
with Sholem Dolgoy, co-director 
of the production program at the 
Ryerson Theatre School, in Janu-
ary to digitally archive backdrops 
designed by Sviatoslav (Slava) 
Toumine for Nesta Toumine’s 
Ottawa Classical Ballet in the 1940s 
and 1950s. DCD’s collection houses 
thirty-five of Toumine’s backdrops, 
roughly 20 feet by 30 feet in size, 

many of which have not been seen 
or unfolded for several decades. 
DCD will work with Sholem and 
the Ryerson production students to 
hang and light approximately five 
of the backdrops, which will then be 
professionally photographed and 
archived. DCD holds many photo-
graphs of the backdrops but these 
are black and white; creating a colour 
digital collection of the backdrops 
will be of great use to research-
ers (many of whom come from the 
Ryerson Theatre School). This will 
be a tremendous opportunity for the 
students to see historic backdrops 
up close and to learn from Sholem 
about some of the techniques and 
materials used at the time. These 
same students study Canadian 
dance history with me in the winter. 
The plan is to make this an annual 
project for DCD and Ryerson. 

So things are humming along 
at DCD as we work diligently to 
preserve Canada’s dance legacy. 
Partnerships such as those with the 
Ontario Trillium Foundation, the 

Members of the Ottawa Classical Ballet in Nesta Toumine’s production of Coppélia with backdrop design by Slava Toumine

Metcalf Foundation and Ryerson 
Theatre School are vital in  helping 
us to achieve our goals to care for 
and share this country’s dance 
heritage and to move into the next 
phase of DCD’s development.

Maud Allan in her Vision of Salome costume, 
1906
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allet in Vancouver, British 
Columbia, was for a long time 
a double story of presence and 

absence. The presence came through 
large-scale school recitals and inter-
national touring companies, both 
well supported by press and public. 
In 1921, for instance, the Sun news-
paper reviewed Mollie Lee’s The 
Lost Child at the downtown Avenue 
 Theatre, singling out one student, 
“wee Jane Tait”, who received 
“tumultuous applause”. As for the 
impressive stream of renowned visi-
tors, in January 1941 when the Ballets 
Russes de Monte Carlo performed, 
it was the company’s fourth visit. 
Dancing in Les Sylphides was Vancou-
ver’s Audree Thomas, whose stage 
name was Anna Istomina; Victoria’s 
Ian Gibson appeared in Scheherazade. 
The presence of BC dancers in a Rus-
sian company points directly to what 
the absence was about: the lack of a 
local company, which meant dancers 
had to forge careers far from home. 

Vancouverites were proud of the 
long line of locally trained dancers 
who achieved success elsewhere – 
including Lynn  Seymour and 
Jennifer Penney, both interna-
tional stars with England’s Royal 
Ballet, and Jean McKenzie and 
Lois Smith, the first prima bal-
lerinas with the Royal Winnipeg 

Ballet	BC	dancer	Racheal	Prince	
Photo:	Michael	Slobodian

BY	KAIJA	PEPPER

The STory  
GoeS Way Back 
Setting the Scene for Ballet British Columbia

B
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Ballet ( McKenzie) and the National 
Ballet of Canada (Smith) – but the 
dearth of opportunities on the west 
coast was discouraging. Dating 
from at least the forties, the lack of 
a ballet troupe in Canada’s third 
largest city was much lamented. 

In the fifties, promising groups 
sprung up, only to quickly fade. It 
wasn’t until the seventies that one 
group – Ballet Horizons – managed 
to transcend its own brief flowering. 
When the artistic personnel dis-
persed, the board hung on until they 
could pass the company’s legal struc-
ture over to Maria Lewis, who was 
encouraged to transform her student 
group into Pacific Ballet Theatre. The 
company she built lasted a decade – 
then a milestone in Vancouver dance 
history. In 1986, it was transformed 
into Ballet British Columbia.

Ballet BC is still here. True, his-
tory came close to repeating itself in 
2009, when the small group of just 
over a dozen dancers almost folded 
through a familiar tale of financial 
collapse and artistic crisis – but it 
didn’t, and 2011 marks Ballet BC’s 
twenty-fifth anniversary year. 
Artistic director Emily Molnar 
and executive director Jay Rankin 
celebrated by presenting a quartet 
of commissions last April, in keep-
ing with the company’s longstand-
ing focus on “ballet of today”.

Of course, “ballet of today” is a 
relative term, and over the decades 
a contemporary frame of mind has 
fuelled most of the ballet-making 
here in the west. A silver anniver-
sary seems a fitting time to touch 
base with those long-past “todays” 
by evoking a few predecessors who 
helped build ballet in Vancouver. 
It’s a huge story, involving dancers, 
choreographers, artistic directors, 
critics, presenters, board mem-
bers and audiences – all necessary 
roles to sustaining a rich theatrical 
dancescape. The intention is to set 
the scene just enough to show – 
and celebrate – Ballet BC’s roots.

reat dancers, such as Pavlova, 
Nijinsky and Adeline Genée, 
toured to Vancouver in the 

teens, but it was only when a sub-
stantial population of ballet teachers, 
primarily from Britain and Russia, 
immigrated to Canada’s west coast 
and set up shop in the 1920s that 
ballet developed a local presence. 
“Dance of today” in the decade of the 
Charleston was well represented by 
Violet Barbes’s school – “The Only 
School de Ballet in B.C.” – where 
toe, classic, step, Grecian, Oriental, 
eccentric, interpretive and ball-
room were taught. This young city 
– Vancouver was only incorporated 
in 1886 – welcomed the shows the 
schools produced, full evenings of 
dance featuring hordes of children 
in imaginative costumes and often 
showcasing the teachers in solos. 

The city’s dancers were already 
making careers elsewhere: in 1923, 
the Sun ran a photo of  Isadore Cohn 
in pointe shoes when she returned 
“after a successful season in New 
York at the Strand theatre”. In 
1927, a Sun article was headlined: 
“Local Dancers Make Big Hit”, 
an enthusiastic reference to two 
Vancouverites working with New 
York’s Albertina Rasch Girls. 

By the thirties, as historian Robert 
Todd wrote in Dance in Canada maga-
zine (Summer 1978), Vancouver had 
“acquired a reputation as a cradle of 
dancers and changed from being the 
passive importer of dance to become 
an active exporter of dancers.” The 
export was greatly helped by the 
import: when impresario Lily J. 
Laverock presented the Jooss Ballet 
in 1937, Joy Darwin had the opportu-
nity to successfully audition for that 
company. The first two of several 
west coast dancers to join the famed 
Russian ballet got their chance when 
Laverock brought Colonel de Basil’s 
Ballets Russes to town for the third 
time in 1938: Rosemary Deveson 
(who became Natasha Sobinova) 
and Patricia  Meyers (Alexandra 

Audree Thomas (Anna Istomina), one of 
several BC dancers to perform with the 
Ballets Russes companies, c. 1938 
Photo: Maurice Seymour

 Denisova) are local legends, thanks 
to well-chronicled careers by another 
historian, Leland  Windreich. 
Faux-Russian dancers were a 
glamorous part of  Vancouver’s 
dance of today in the thirties. 

A critical spin was put on this 
exodus by those who saw it as the 
result of the lack of opportunity 
at home. In 1946, a Province article 
complained: “We could have an 
entirely Canadian company with 
a little effort, and more than a little 
finance, and ninety per cent would 
hail from Vancouver and district.”

Excellent dancers suggest the 
presence of excellent teachers, two 
of whom – Beth Lockhart and June 
Roper – helped found the Vancouver 
Civic Ballet Society in 1946. For the 
Society’s debut, several dancers 
were presented under the name 
Vancouver Civic Ballet for a Kiwanis 
Club Variety Concert. A program 
note states the Society’s broad inter-
est in using “the media of stage and 

G
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radio, lectures, study classes, and 
other means” in order to be “an effec-
tive instrument in the cultural devel-
opment of the people, to be of service 
to the Community and to assist those 
artists who are striving to uphold 
the noble tradition of the Ballet.”

ne of the most notable of the 
great teacher/choreo graphers 
– a group of mostly women 

who were the main force behind 
dance in Vancouver during the 
1950s – was Kay Armstrong. BC-born 
Armstrong’s first group, Le Ballet 
Concert, was formed with senior 
students from her large school. 
During the fifties,  Armstrong’s 
award-winning choreography 
earned acclaim, including the 
dreamy quartet Étude, the only 
Canadian work in the National 
Ballet of Canada’s repertoire when 
the company debuted in 1951.

Armstrong was often in com-
petition with another teacher/
choreographer – British immigrant 
Mara McBirney. In April 1950 when 
Guy Glover came from Toronto 
to adjudicate entries for the Third 
Canadian Ballet Festival in Mon-
treal, the two women had to share 
a studio for the audition: happily, 
both Armstrong’s Le Ballet Concert 
and McBirney’s Vancouver Ballet 
Production Club were accepted. 

McBirney, with Beth Lockhart, 
had already launched and folded 
Panto-Pacific Ballet, which seems 
to have lasted just long enough 
for the Second Canadian Ballet 
Festival in 1949 in Toronto. Closer 
to home, the 1951 BC Provincial 
Festival of the Dance spurred the 
formation of the Vancouver Ballet 
Guild. Perhaps hoping to foster civic 
pride by including “Vancouver” 
in its name, this fleeting endeav-
our was formed by Betty Blygh, 
daughter of Mollie Lee (one of the 
most popular of the immigrant 
dance teachers in the twenties).

In 1952, Armstrong hoped to 

sever the financial ties between her 
school and company by rechristen-
ing Le Ballet Concert as Vancouver 
Ballet Company, but no funding 
support was found from civic 
grants (which were ad hoc until 
the seventies, when the City’s 
Social Planning department initi-
ated cultural grant programs) or 
patrons. Instead, she formed Kay 
Armstrong Dance Theatre, the name 
reflecting her own financial and 
creative commitment. After two 
tours (one as far as Alberta), show-
ing a range of ballet from classical to 
contemporary, financial pressures 
forced the company’s closure. 

The idea of positioning a company 
provincially is evident at the Fifth 
Canadian Ballet Festival in 1953 
with the British Columbia Ballet 
Company. New York’s Dance News 
described the group as “an amal-
gamation of students and teachers 
from the BC School of Dancing and 
the Mara McBirney School, both of 
Vancouver (an interesting experi-
ment which schools in other towns 
might find it worth while consider-
ing)”. The article is illustrated with a 
photo of Lynn Springbett, “a young 
Vancouver dancer to be watched”, 
and soon to become Lynn Seymour, 
Kenneth MacMillan’s muse.

The merger didn’t last: the next 
year, McBirney’s forthrightly 
titled Student Ballet appeared 
in the Ballet Society’s Showcase 
series, after which no traces are 
found; the other somewhat more 
robust initiative came from the 
BC School of Dancing’s Heino 
Heiden. The recently arrived 
German dancer boldly placed 
his name next to his new home 
city with the formation of Heino 
Heiden Vancouver Ballet, which 
he brought to the final Canadian 
Ballet Festival in 1954 in Toronto. 

When Heino Heiden Vancouver 
Ballet appeared in the 1954 Showcase 
series, Anna-Marie Ellerbeck was 
among the dancers. Now Anna-

Marie Holmes, she and her ex-hus-
band, David Holmes, were the first 
North Americans to dance with the 
legendary Kirov Ballet in 1963, and 
she is currently active staging the 
major classical ballets worldwide. 

The new BC Ballet Company 
appeared at the 1955 Showcase. 
Made up of dancers chosen in an 
open audition by Frederic  Franklin, 
who had toured to Vancouver 
with the Ballets Russes de Monte 
Carlo earlier that year, it was 
another company that apparently 
lasted for just one occasion. 

Throughout this decade of 
ephemeral companies, pride in the 
dancers remained constant. When 
Province critic Ida Halpern reviewed 
a performance on the Ballet Soci-
ety’s tenth anniversary in Septem-
ber 1956, she wrote: “ Vancouver’s 
great potential in ballet dancers 
was once more realized …”

The Sun’s Martha Robinson 
echoed this pride several times – and 

Anna-Marie Ellerbeck, 1954

O
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Around this time, Lockhart 
stepped back in the fray with a new 
partner, Franklin White, a former 
dancer with England’s Royal Ballet. 
On November 16, 1965, the Sun 
announced: “A ballet company 

repeated the lament over lack of 
local opportunity. In January 1957 
Robinson reported the frustration 
of the city’s dance teachers over 
the fact that “Vancouver’s talented 
dancers are ‘for export only.’ This 
city denies them ‘the breaks’ when 
it comes to gaining needed stage 
experience. Vancouver is known 
throughout Canada as THE train-
ing ground for this nation’s fore-
most dancers. Yet year after year 
Vancouver lets its dance talent slip 
uncaringly through its fingers, 
and never calculates the loss.” 

By the sixties, the era of the great 
teacher/choreographers was over. 
Armstrong’s and McBirney’s chor-
eo graphy and shows began to seem 
amateur because of ties to their 
schools. Fuelling the dance of the 
1960s was the desire to choreograph 
and present work that would be 
perceived as professional, keep-
ing issues of art – not the needs 
of young students – foremost.

Yet it was another dedicated 
teacher – British immigrant Joy 
Camden – who founded Pacific 
Dance Theatre in 1964. Camden, 
in an excerpt from her memoir 
published in the Vancouver Dance 
Centre’s newsletter in 2002, recalled 
her intention “to use all techniques 
of dance in a variety of fresh com-
binations. Thus we mixed classical 
ballet with modern and jazz.” This 
mix was very much of its time, and 
the up-and-coming Norbert Vesak 
soon joined Camden as assistant 
director and co-choreographer.

Sun critic William Littler empha-
sized the company’s professional 
status in his reviews, as in this one 
from June 1964: “Now that the Pacific 
Dance Theatre has been successfully 
launched and the West Coast has its 
own professional dance company, 
let us hope the public will give it 
the support that is necessary for it 
to thrive.” They didn’t – at least not 
financially. Camden wrote in her 
memoir: “If I had been able to keep 

the company together until the 
end of 1966, Pacific Dance Theatre 
would have been three years old 
and thus eligible for a Canada 
Council grant. But despite my best 
efforts, this did not happen.”

Joy Camden and Norbert Vesak in Vesak’s The Sanguin Cord, Pacific Dance Theatre, 1965
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was born here Monday. It is Ballet, 
British Columbia – a professional 
company designed specifically to 
tour the province. Plans call for a 
compact, highly-mobile company 
of 16 performers to be accompanied 
on the road by a small orchestra 
or instrumental group of eight.” 
The Province described one goal as 
being “a means of letting young 
dancers train and stay in B.C.” It 
appears Ballet, British Columbia 
never materialized, although the 
entry on White in the 1967 Dance 
Encyclopedia ends on the optimistic 
line: “Now director of the Vancouver 
(B.C.) Ballet (since summer, 1966).”

Young BC-born Reid Anderson 
performed Franz in a 1965 Ballet 
Society Showcase production of 
Coppélia and the next year was 
Colas in La Fille Mal Gardée. By 
1969, Anderson was in Germany 
 dancing with Stuttgart Ballet. He 
would return to Vancouver in 1989 to 
briefly head Ballet British Columbia 
before taking on the direction of The 
National Ballet of Canada and then 
Stuttgart Ballet, where he is today.

an a new classical ballet 
group find happiness in 
stingy Vancouver?” That was 

the headline for an article in the 
 University of British Columbia’s 
student newspaper, the Ubyssey, on 
February 26, 1971. Just two weeks 
earlier, Norbert Vesak’s Western 
Dance Theatre had folded, with 
financial woes top on the list of 
reasons why; hence the “stingy 
Vancouver” part of the headline. 

On their first program in 1970, 
Western Dance Theatre had called 
themselves “Vancouver’s  exciting 
new modern ballet company”, 
and Lynn Seymour had flown 
home from London’s Royal Ballet 
to make a guest appearance. “We 
are going for a clean-cut modern-
dance image,” Vesak said in the 
Sun, “very direct, no frills, no guck, 
no head-trips going on during 
a performance.” This was non-
elitist, tutu-free ballet at a time 
when Vancouver was known as 
the “Hippie Capital of Canada”.

The “new classical ballet group” 
the Ubyssey headline referred to was 
Ballet Horizons. While they did pres-
ent classics such as Les Sylphides and 
the Corsair pas de deux, artistic direc-
tor Morley Wiseman (now known 
by the single name Padam) used 
“classical” loosely: “If you perform 
a ballet using well-trained classical 
dancers … then it’s a classical ballet, 
even if the treatment is modern.” 

Saskatchewan-born Wiseman, 
an ex-dancer with The National 
Ballet of Canada, Les Grands 
Ballets Canadiens and the Royal 
 Winnipeg Ballet, created six works 
on pointe for Ballet Horizons. One 
was a full-length Nutcracker; other 
more modern works were set to 
Debussy, Strauss, Tchaikovsky, 
Ravel and Cesar Franck. 

According to a Canadian Ballet 
Horizons Society Brief from 1973, 
the founding goal had been “to 
support the formation of a profes-
sional ballet company and school 

whose faculty consisted only of 
professional dancers recognized 
by the main international dance 
companies. Thus the faculty of the 
school would form the nucleus of a 
new classical ballet company.” This 
was similar to the school-centred 
model used by Armstrong and her 
colleagues in the fifties except it was 
the faculty, not the students, who 
would make up the roster of dancers. 

Ballet Horizons received its first 
public grant in 1971, from the BC 
Cultural Fund, for $100. Others 
followed, including, in 1972, two 
$10,000 grants from the BC govern-
ment, both of which were considered 
significant enough to report on by 
local newspapers. Such grants were 
not enough to build a solid financial 
situation: three of the four found-
ing dancers left as early as fall 1971 
to pursue opportunities elsewhere. 
A year later, the fourth, Dianne 
Bell, accepted a position to dance 
in Berlin (where she worked for 
almost three decades), and Wiseman 
(then married to Bell) left with her. 

Reid Anderson as Colas in La Fille Mal 
Gardée, 1966

Graham Goodbody, Dianne Bell, Nicola 
Blakey and Paul Blakey in Morley 
Wiseman’s Spectrum for Ballet Horizons, 
Vancouver Art Gallery, 1970

“C
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“It was a sorry situation for Van-
couver and B.C.,” the board wrote in 
their brief, “for we were seeing again, 
as we had all too frequently seen 
in the past, the exodus of dedicated 
artistic talent for lack of sufficient 
opportunity on the local scene to 
fully realize their potential.” The 
board decided to focus on build-
ing the Ballet Horizons school, 
and asked Una Kai, a former New 
York City Ballet dancer who hap-
pened to be in Vancouver while her 
husband pursued work here as a 
scenic painter, to advise them. Kai 
had been teaching at the school, and 
agreed to help out in the interim.

Kai and the board began court-
ing Maria Lewis, an ex-dancer with 
Les Grands Ballets Canadiens and 
The National Ballet of Canada, who 
had founded a school in 1969 in her 
hometown of Vancouver. The idea 
was to effect a merger with what 
the brief described very positively 
as Lewis’s “firmly established ballet 
school”. Lewis had also formed 
the Maria Lewis Ballet Ensemble, 
an unpaid group of students 
“who already have been doing 
small presentations of very high 
calibre.” Despite Lewis’s obvious 

 competence, the board wanted to 
bring in Brydon Paige “on a visit-
ing/guidance basis”. Paige was an 
ex-Kay Armstrong student then 
heading Les Compagnons de la 
Danse, the junior company of Les 
Grands Ballets Canadiens. Paige was 
busy (he became artistic director of 
Alberta Ballet in 1976) so this didn’t 
happen, but in 1974 he did create a 
work, Mahabe, for Lewis’s ensemble. 
Bolstered by the work’s success, the 
board transformed Canadian Ballet 
Horizons Society into Pacific Ballet 
Theatre Society, under the direction 
of Maria Lewis, in February 1976. 

When Max Wyman saw Pacific 
Ballet Theatre at the Playhouse at 
the end of April 1976, he described 
it in the Sun as “a pretty little ballet 
company, a company filled with 
promise and potential for dance in 
this city.…” He compliments Lewis’s 
choreography, referring to her “light 
and innocent magic multiplier show-
piece, Tone on Tone” and her “still-
enchanting Springtime of the Year”. 

Lewis brought in guest chor-
eo graphers Judith Marcuse and 
Fernand Nault. Then she commis-
sioned a work from a former dancer 
with Les Grands Ballets Canadiens, 
Saskatchewan-born Renald Rabu, 
whose contemporary ballets 
proved so popular he was made 
resident choreographer in 1978. 

The move was the beginning 
of the end for Lewis; by 1980, the 
atmosphere at Pacific Ballet  Theatre 
was tense. According to Lewis in an 
interview with this writer shortly 
before she died in 2004, this was 
partly due to financial difficul-
ties, particularly the fact they were 
still not receiving Canada Council 
money despite relatively generous 
provincial and municipal support, 
and partly due to an unofficial 
popularity contest between her 
and Rabu. Busy teaching full-time 
at the school, Lewis reluctantly 
stepped down as director, remain-
ing in charge of the school.

Rabu won the Clifford E. Lee 
Award for Choreography in 1980, 
after presenting a commedia del 
arte-costumed piece, Pierrot, to music 
by Antonio Vivaldi. The follow-
ing year, the all-important Canada 
Council money was finally forth-
coming. Then it was Rabu’s turn to 
run aground when a Canada Council 
jury failed to fund the company due 
to doubts about his choreographic 
development and leadership; while 
he was in Europe during the sum-
mer of 1985, the board fired him. 

But the ship didn’t sink: again, 
a persistent board – which now 
included impresario David Y.H. Lui 
and former Royal Winnipeg Ballet 
dancer Jean Stoneham Orr – kept 
it afloat, and Pacific Ballet Theatre 
Society evolved into Pacific Ballet 
British Columbia Society in 1986. 
Swedish-born Annette av Paul, 
who had just retired as a ballerina 
with Les Grands Ballets Canadiens, 
commuted from her Stratford home 
to head the new company. Av Paul’s 

Members of Pacific Ballet Theatre in  
Renald Rabu’s Pierrot, c. 1980
Photo: Rodney Palden
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first program in April 1986 proudly 
launched Ballet British Columbia 
with two works by Canadians: 
Time Out of Mind (1963) by Brian 
Macdonald (then resident choreo-
grapher at Les Grands, and also av 
Paul’s husband) and Music for the 
Eyes, a premiere by Reid Anderson, 
visiting from Stuttgart. Frederick 
Ashton’s Monotones I and II and 
Marius Petipa’s the Rose Adagio 
from Sleeping Beauty completed 
the bill. Ballet BC debuted at the 
Queen Elizabeth Theatre, the large 
downtown civic venue that has 
been the company’s home since. 

The Ballet BC chapter in Van-
couver’s history is the first that is 
not about a short-lived company 
or dancers with no chance to forge 
careers at home. Yet it’s been tumul-
tuous, with a changing artistic lead-
ership: after av Paul came Anderson, 

Patricia Neary, 
Barry Ingham, John 
Alleyne and, finally, 
Emily Molnar, 
another Saskatch-
ewan-born artist. 
Molnar is also an ex-
dancer with Frank-
furt Ballet and Ballet 
BC (where she was 
known as Alleyne’s 
muse), and came to 
the post in 2009 with 
several years experi-
ence as an indepen-
dent choreographer. 

Molnar is an 
important player in 
a local ballet scene 
that today includes 
Goh Ballet Youth 
Company, under 
the direction of 
Chan Hon Goh, an 
ex-National Ballet 
of Canada ballerina. 
In 2010, a contempo-
rary ballet company, 
Vancouver City 
Dance Theatre, 

funded with private money by 
newcomers Enrico Sorrentino and 
Roberta Baseggio from Italy, pre-

miered at the Playhouse. Though 
few international groups dare tour 
to Vancouver these days – audiences 
no longer flock to ballet as in earlier 
decades – major Canadian compa-
nies such as The National Ballet of 
Canada, the Royal Winnipeg Ballet 
and Alberta Ballet do take the risk. 
So do two from BC: Ballet Kelowna 
has come down from the interior a 
few times and Ballet Victoria has 
crossed the water for school outreach 
and made a mainstage debut here 
in October 2011. Molnar is not alone 
in ensuring that ballet in Vancouver 
continues to have a presence.

 Best wishes to Ballet  British 
Columbia in its twenty-fifth year 
from everyone who is part of the 
story of ballet on the west coast, 
whether present in body or, now, 
only in spirit.

Kaija	Pepper	is	a	writer	and	editor	whose	

work	appears	in	a	number	of	North	Ameri-

can	 publications,	 including	 The Globe and 

Mail,	Queen’s Quarterly and	Dance Magazine.	

Her	 third	Vancouver	dance	history	book,	

The Man Next Door Dances: The Art of Peter 

Bingham,	was	published	by	Dance	Collection	

Danse	Press/Presse	and	was	a	finalist	for	the	

2008	City	of	Vancouver	Book	Award.

David MacGillivray and Charie Evans in Brian Macdonald’s Time 
Out of Mind, Ballet BC, c. 1988
Photo: David Cooper

Ballet BC artistic director Emily Molnar 
Photo: Michael Slobodian

For more reading about  
Vancouver’s dance  …

See Kaija Pepper’s Theat-

rical Dance in Vancouver: 

1880’s-1920’s and The Dance 

Teacher: A Biography of Kay 

Armstrong, both published 

by Dance Collection Danse. 

Other DCD titles to read 

are Leland Windreich’s June 

Roper: Ballet Starmaker and 

Dancing for de Basil: Letters 

to her parents from Rosemary 

Deveson, 1938-1940. 
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30 years, 30 days, 30 minutes

Paul-André Fortier

If you have seen Fortier perform, you will remember 
his arms. They are achingly poignant in their impos-
sible length, breadth and precision. They wield like 
swords, reach into infinity or dangle in ageless inno-
cence. 2011 is the 30th anniversary of Paul-André 
Fortier’s company Fortier Danse-Création (FDC). It 
seems appropriate that, among other activities to mark 
the occasion, the seminal solo arm study in four acts – 
Bras de plomb [Arms of lead] (1993) – was chosen to be 
set on a dancer, other than Fortier, for the first time. 
It is as much a time to honour the extraordinary past 
as to look toward the future, legacy and heritage. 

Also on the agenda for the anniversary celebration 
was a reappearance of Fortier’s Solo 30x30 in Montreal 
in September and October 2011. Solo 30x30, a significant 
milestone in Fortier’s career, is a 30-minute choreography 
that Fortier performs in a designated outdoor space for 
30 days in a row. The piece premiered on Millennium 
Bridge in Newcastle, England, in 2006 and has toured 
sites in numerous cities including London, Rome and 
New York. Like much of Fortier’s work, the site-specific 
undertaking was born from provocation, this time self-

imposed. At fifty-eight, Fortier set himself the challenge 
of performing outside for 30 straight days, rain or shine. 

Solo 30x30 is site-specific, but not in the strict sense. 
Much site-specific work is conceived and created around 
the interaction of dancers with a particular place, its 
landscape, architecture and even its history. Solo 30x30 
is a fixed choreographic sequence. It is not created for 
a specific site; instead each site envelops it and creates 
new parameters for the movement sequence and the 
performer’s experience. It is ritualistic, a repeated event 
during which Fortier opens himself to transformation. 

With Solo 30x30, Fortier joins diverse contemporary 
artists who have a desire to confront public space, and 
by consequence the public, on their own terms. Like 
high-wire artist Philippe Petit’s tightrope walk between 
New York City’s Twin Trade Towers or Banksy’s fur-
tive street art “tags” of whimsical social commentary, 
Fortier is, as he puts it, “a man who dances on a roof 
every day” (one series of performances took place 
on the roof of a shelter in Nancy, France). Whether 
there is an audience of rubbernecking, non-stopping 
passers by, people who live and work in the area 

Paul-André	Fortier	in	his	work		
Les mâles heures (1989)
Photo:	Cylla	von	Tiedemann	

BY	PAMELA	NEWELL
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and stop to observe, or no one but Ginelle Chagnon 
(choreographer’s assistant and rehearsal director), 
a delightful discourse is set in motion: at what level 
– like the proverbial tree falling and making sound 
(or not) in the forest – does a dance work exist? 

Fortier is counted among the generation, post Le 
Groupe Nouvelle Aire, that launched Quebec dance 
into its unstoppable international hold on cutting-edge 
art making. His colleagues and contemporaries include 
Édouard Lock, Ginette Laurin, Marie Chouinard and 
Daniel Léveillé. But unlike most choreographers from 
this generation, with the exception of Chouinard’s 
recent return to the stage, he still performs. And very 
much so. In fact since 1989 his company has chosen to 
focus primarily on his solo endeavours, while  making 
regular choreographic forays into group creations for 
professionals and students as well as solo commis-
sions. It is as much a financial decision as anything 
else, he says: “The company is not rich enough to do 
group work. I would do more, but it takes a much big-
ger organization. If you can’t do what you want to do 
and make a satisfying production, I’d rather not do it.” 

“I did my first plié at twenty-four”
Fortier came to dance late in life. Growing up in the small 
village of Waterville in the Eastern Townships of Quebec, 
he had no exposure to dance, or to much art and culture 
of any kind. His parents were minimally educated but 
socially active in their community. They worked hard 
in their vocations to give four of their five children a 
private school education. Fortier’s years studying Greek, 
Latin, English and French in a Catholic boarding school 
were formative. One can sense in his stature a certain 
saturation in the institutional practices of pre-Quiet 
Revolution Quebec: daily mass, personal discipline and 
reverence for tradition. Artistically inclined, he went 
on to university to study the only subject offered that 
he felt gave him access to artistic expression – litera-
ture. Upon graduation, he lands the plum position of 
professor in a Quebec college. He is set for life. His 
parents are proud. Their hard work has paid off. 

In 1972, while working toward a master’s degree, 
 Fortier attended a dance concert that one of his col-
leagues was producing at the CEGEP (Collège 
d’Enseignement Général et Professionnel) Granby 
where he taught French literature. He immediately 
wanted to know more about dance, about the body – 
this body that was so suspect in Quebec society. The 
colleague suggested he take a summer workshop with 
the now iconic Le Groupe Nouvelle Aire and, as they 
say, the rest is history. Right away, even at twenty-four, 
he excelled. Martine Époque, co-founder of the troupe, 
knew that she was in the presence of a “natural”. 

For the following year, Fortier travelled between his 
teaching job in Granby and dance classes and rehear-
sals in Montreal. He became a Nouvelle Aire company 
member and, soon after, left his teaching position and 
abandoned his master’s studies to establish himself in 
Montreal. Seeing the burgeoning choreographic success 
of Nouvelle Aire members Édouard Lock (now artistic 
director of LaLaLa Human Steps) and Daniel Léveillé 
(now artistic director of Daniel Léveillé Danse), he found 
the courage to let go of financial security and parental 
expectations. He accepted living on the margins.

Provocation and transgression
Starting out, Fortier was frustrated by the fact that dance 
was considered only as entertainment with little possibil-
ity for philosophical or political engagement. With these 
young, experimental choreographers at Nouvelle Aire, 
however, transgression was becoming essential. In 1975, 
he danced in Lock’s first choreography, Temps Volé [Stolen 
Time]: “It was the first time a piece of choreography made 
me feel concern as a man, as a man who has a life, who 

Paul-André Fortier in his work Solo 30X30 (2006)
Photo: Ginelle Chagnon
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has a relationship with others. And I felt the piece was 
about my relationships … the beauty and the misery of 
those relationships. I felt totally [engaged] and, I thought, 
this is what I like about dance. When I think about [the 
piece now] it still moves me.” Unlike the abstraction 
characteristic of Nouvelle Aire, Lock’s work was perti-
nent to Fortier’s life. There was no overt narrative, but 
the choreographic propositions made him reach deep 
inside himself. He knew he wanted to go against dance’s 
prevailing identity as fantasy and stereotyped gender 
roles. He told Le Devoir journalist Julie Bouchard in 2000: 
“If a novel can shock us, upset our world view and force 
us to question our assumptions, then dance can also.” 

Michèle Febvre, a dancer in several of Fortier’s early 
works and later a dance theorist and a Université 
du Québec à Montréal (UQAM) professor, remem-
bers that while his creative process took the form of 
most modern dance practice, the philosophy behind 
his aesthetic choices was very different from that of 
Nouvelle Aire. He was interested in critical themes of 
identity, sexuality, relationship, and in displaying that 
experimentation overtly, not hidden behind the sani-
tized expression of an idealized body. In general, this 
new generation of creators was interested in a dance 
moins propre, more human; they wanted to explore the 
body in all its vital expression, not just its beauty. 

Fortier’s early works – Images noires [Dark Images] 
(1978), Rêve I [Dream I] (1979) and Parlez-moi donc du cul de 
mon enfance [Talk to me about the deadend of my child-
hood] (1979) – were often raw and crude. They explored 
strong emotions, abuse and inner conflict in a realistic 

rendering. In Parlez-moi, a dancer slowly turns peeling 
layer upon layer of clothing in a time-lapse striptease – a 
bold proposition in itself for Quebec stages at that time, 
but also a metaphor for the possibilities of self-inquiry 
and personal growth he sought in dance creation. 

These early works carried Fortier into his, and indeed 
Quebec’s, prolific danse-théâtre decade of the 1980s. 
Fortier founded his company in 1981 and cut his teeth 
creating diverse works in solo, duet and ensemble format 
through his own initiation and in important commis-
sions for such solo artists as Margie Gillis and Susan 
Macpherson, and for companies such as Les Grands 
Ballets Canadiens. It was a furious period of creation 
and management, perhaps also characterized by the 
peculiar absence of Fortier on stage. The decade culmi-
nated in the founding of Montréal Danse with Daniel 
Jackson in 1986, where he stayed for three years. This 
new structure provided a vehicle for making group work 
and, with the shared direction, time to perform again. 
He commissioned a series of solos by Daniel Léveillé, 
Denis Lavoie, Daniel Soulières, Jean-Pierre Perreault 
and Catherine Tardif, and created one for himself. They 
became the program “Fortier en solo”. Robin Poitras, 
artistic director of New Dance Horizons in Regina, 
who presented the evening, remembers his remarkable 
“capacity to interpret … to see one individual able to 
speak that many languages was quite profound. And he 
was able to wipe the slate clean between each piece.”

Michèle Febvre and Paul-André Fortier in Martine Époque’s Lianes 
(1977), Le Groupe Nouvelle Aire 
Photo: Daniel Héon

Susan	Macpherson	in		
Paul-André	Fortier’s		
Non coupable	(1983)
Photo:	Cylla	von	Tiedemann
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The solo adventure
In 1989, at over forty years old, Fortier pursued this solo 
impulse and created Les mâles heures [Corrupt Times], 
which triggered a significant shift in his artistic trajec-
tory. It was the first of three evening-length solos – with 
La tentation de la transparence [Luminosity’s Temptation] 
(1991) and Bras de plomb (1993) – that deeply marked his 
creative voice and the artistic identity for which he is 
perhaps best known today. Evoking Quebec’s Catholic 
past and the strict education of young boys, Les mâles 
heures features a character who wrestles to reconcile 
conflicting inner impulses. In it, Febvre believes he is 
saying: “There, this is who I am, who I was.” And over 
the course of the three solos, she feels he was “progres-
sively separating himself from, even erasing, his past.” 

Paul-André Fortier in his work La tentation de la transparence 
(1991) 
Photo: Michael Slobodian

to the same image. Sometimes we try to make them fit, 
but we need in fact to get rid of them.” Ever the peda-
gogue, he returned to teaching in 1989, taking a posi-
tion as professor in the dance department at UQAM. 

Tentation was also Fortier’s first collaboration with 
visual artist Betty Goodwin. She contributed to the 
design of a scenic island, the platform on and around 
which his stranded aviator is at once trapped and able to 
transcend through heroic attempts to take flight. In this 
second solo, Fortier further bares himself, now beyond 
autobiography. With his spectacular Fortier wingspan, 
he is a timeless soul grappling in a universal dimension. 

Bras de plomb was also a collaboration with Goodwin. 
She designed the set, a smaller platform recalling fur-
niture and a more interior environment, and she con-
tributed to the costume concept. The presence of visual 
art and collaboration are integral to Fortier’s oeuvre, 
evidenced already in his first choreography – Derrière 
la porte un mur [Behind the door, a wall] (1978) – which 
featured the work of visual artist Françoise Sullivan. 
Other important and long-term collaborators include 
composer Gaétan Leboeuf, costume designer Denis 
Lavoie, rehearsal director Ginelle Chagnon and light-
ing designer Jean Phillipe Trépanier. Fortier chose to 
remount and pass on Bras de plomb in part to bring aware-
ness to these large-scale collaborations. He is drawn to 
collaborate with other artists because of who they are 
as people: “I respect them and want to learn from them. 
I want to be with the person in the room in the creative 
process, have them close to me.” Poitras observes: “He 
approaches it from a real place of diplomacy. He invites 
somebody when he’s at a place where he completely 
trusts them, believes in them and totally respects them. 
And expects that same reciprocity. And therefore these 
magical things can happen, because they are really hon-
est collaborations in the Cage-Cunningham sense.” 

With these three trademark solos – which Fortier 
remounted separately and back-to-back in January 
2000 – and subsequent work, he is identified less with 
dance theatre and more with formalism, with purity and 
clarity of execution. The tone indeed changed, however, 
the movement language was not necessarily new. Febvre 
explains that his affinity for verticality, line and spatial 
design has always been there. Even in a thematic atmo-
sphere of danger and darkness with hoses or rocks as 
props, the choreographic signature was characterized 
by its architectural relationship to space, personal and 
environmental. Febvre feels these two Fortier poles are 
wonderfully illustrated in the duet Cabane [Shack] (2008). 
In Cabane, another extraordinary meeting of several 
artistic minds, Rober Racine, composer and performer, 
is a kind of gnome presence – the surreal, theatrical, 
campy personification – while Fortier is the serious 

For La tentation de la transparence, Fortier found his 
source in literature – Marguerite Yoursenar’s L’oeuvre au 
noir. His knowledge of literature and his love of books 
are a great source of inspiration, whether directly or 
indirectly. His early study in Catholic boarding school of 
four different grammars helped, he says, to “structure” 
his mind and now, in turn, helps him structure artistic 
work: “It influenced my whole way of creating. I like the 
metaphor of the puzzle. Pieces sometimes don’t belong 
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white clown – the straight man, pure, linear, in control. 
Poitras also sees these two sides meeting in “almost the 
corpus callosum, the right and left brain, channelled 
so that the public receives the piece through the mix of 
these worlds.” She first met Fortier while a student at 
York University in the early 1980s and remembers “a 
living artist … in the vortex” who made the students do 
a lot of walking. She observed in him that “there was 
never a moment wasted. There was no filler. Everything 
was there for a reason.” And yet, she exclaims as she 
reflects on the creative process for her recently com-
missioned solo She (2009), “he is a wild guy. He has a 
completely wild imagination. There are no limits.”

“A man who dances”
Fortier the choreographer can never be separated from 
Fortier the performer. His presence is monumental, 
fully embodied, every cell illuminated. He has found 
comfort in identifying himself as “a man who dances” 
with all the directness and simplicity that that implies. 
And when Fortier works with other dancers, he chooses 
accomplished performers – Peggy Baker, Gioconda 
Barbuto, Robert Meilleur, Sandra Lapierre – soloists in 
their own right. They too are real people dancing, “men 
and women who dance.” In spite of complex, virtuosic 
movement, the transitions can have a pedestrian qual-
ity. The effect seems to acknowledge the dancer as 
not only sensation and an organic medium for move-
ment, but as an evolved, intellectual, upright being. 

Aware of his own age as a performer, Fortier is fasci-
nated by notions of youth and maturity, both on their 

own – Jeux de fous [Foolish Games] (1998) or Risque [Risk] 
(2003) – and juxtaposed – Tensions [Tensions] (2001) or 
Lumière [Light] (2004). He keeps performing because 
he believes “there is a poetry in the aging body that 
is not in the younger body … we carry our whole his-
tory.” And he knows he will keep creating; he can feel a 
new piece incubating. “It doesn’t feel good. Until ideas 
start to materialize, it is very uncomfortable. I can carry 
this for months. You have to be patient and wait for the 
first materialization of this discomfort to appear. Once 
something starts to shape, you can relax. It’s so strange. 
It’s like a disease, like something you can’t avoid.”

Paul-André Fortier and Rober Racine in Fortier’s work Cabane (2008)
Photo: Hugo Glendinning

Audrey Thibodeau and Warwick Long in Paul-André Fortier’s 
Lumière (2004)
Photo: Robert Etcheverry
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Public spaces/Space’s public
In recent creations, Fortier has committed more force-
fully to his longstanding desire to directly communi-
cate with his public. Particularly since Solo 30x30, he is 
succeeding on many levels. Fortier says this marathon of 
sorts “is the deepest, most extraordinary human expe-
rience of my life. It has changed my vision of things.” 
At his initiation, artists around the world have created 
responses to the work, from Peter Bingham’s 30-min-
ute performance, to texts, films and even a Fortier 
avatar for an interactive video by an Italian artist. In 
France, the multi-media artist Daniel Denise asked 
Fortier to do portions of the solo in 30 different work 
places, including a fire station, an underground park-
ing lot and the kitchen of a restaurant on Easter Sunday. 
These performances are part of a film in process.

Solo 30x30, Cabane and a new work, Box (2010), are also 
conceived with an environmental consciousness and 
meant to be performed in any locale. The lighting 
concept for Cabane by John Munro, another long-term 
Fortier accomplice, uses no theatre lights and requires 

only six electrical outlets. It has been presented in a 
meat market, a seventeenth-century French courtyard 
and a law firm’s lobby, each time encountering a new 
public and taking on new meaning. Perhaps Fortier 
has always been focussed, fundamentally, on muliti-
plying and layering perspectives. His iconic, sign-like 
physical language brings into relief the positive and 
negative fields of the choreographic landscape. He 
takes it into public space to get closer to the space’s 
public. And as Poitras so poetically observes, the 
results create yet another, virtual performance con-
text: “What’s so lovely is the ephemerality. Because 
after he leaves, the dance is left there. It’s there forever. 
Every time I go by the library in Vancouver where 
he performed, I can still see him dancing.” 

Pamela	Newell,	choreographer,	teacher	and	writer,	received	her	

Master’s	degree	from	the	Université	du	Québec	à	Montréal	(UQAM)	

and	teaches	at	Concordia	University.	Her	awarding-winning	research	

on	the	choreographer-dancer	relationship	in	the	creative	process	has	

appeared	in	two	anthologies.	She	is	rehearsal	director	for	Compagnie	

Marie	Chouinard.	

Paul-André Fortier, Gilles Simard, Louise Bédard, Danielle Tardif, Ginette Laurin, Daniel Soulières and Michèle Febvre in Fortier’s  
Pow ! … t’es mort … (1982)
Photo: Robert Etcheverry  
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By CARoL AnDERSon

Claudia Moore is pure in her intent. “The thing I have 
always loved is playing characters.” She says, “Through 
my body I can transform. Dance opens my imagination – 
it helps me to contemplate the mysteries of life – the awe-
some and the inexplicable. I discover characters that seem 
to exist inside, purely through doing the movement.” 

Moore grew up in North Tonawanda, New York. Her 
dad was a high school basketball coach, while her mom 
cared for Claudia, and her siblings Elizabeth, Jane and 
Ted. When Claudia was about to begin seventh grade, 
looking for an after-school activity, Moore’s mother took 
her daughter to a trial ballet class. 

The experience was a revelation to Moore, an imagina-
tive child who had always loved dressing up and creating 
dream worlds. “I remember it very clearly,” she recollects, 
“it was summer, and I didn’t have the right equipment. I 
went to my first class in my polka dot sunsuit and a pair 

of white socks … Right away, I was hooked. I think I cried 
after my first class. As a kid, I loved the sensation of it – I 
liked feeling my muscles and moving to the music.” 

After a year of classes, Moore’s teacher, Stella 
 Applebaum, suggested auditioning for Canada’s 
National Ballet School (NBS), based in Toronto, an hour 
north of the border. She attended the NBS summer school 
in 1966, and entered Grade 8 that fall at the age of twelve. 
Fortunately, Moore received some scholarship assistance; 
her family was not wealthy. She recalls being paraly-
tically homesick during her first weeks in residence, but 
by the spring of 1967 she was adjusting to her new 
circumstances. 

Betty Oliphant was one of her ballet teachers, as was 
Carol Chadwick. Moore’s favourite teacher was Daniel 
Seillier, who encouraged and pushed her. At graduation, 
she remembers, he entrusted her with a challenging solo, 
and wrote her an opening night note – “J’ai confiance en 
toi.” 

It was an exciting time to be at the NBS. A group of 
extraordinary, rebellious young dance artists including 
Ann Ditchburn, Timothy Spain, Christopher  Bannerman 
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and Karen Kain were a few years ahead of Moore, 
and all, she notes, “were very contemporary minded.” 
James Kudelka was a little younger; Frank Augustyn 
and Robert Desrosiers were among her classmates. 

She recalls the thrill of seeing new choreography by 
Ditchburn, Spain and Bannerman that was shown at the 
Toronto Workshop Productions Theatre. In 1975, Moore 
and Desrosiers danced Ditchburn’s renowned duet 
Nelligan, commissioned by Ballet Ys. The cast of Spain’s 
first big work, Sagar, set to Morton Subotnick’s Silver 
Apples of the Moon, was Spain, Moore, Desrosiers, Kain 
and Augustyn. Enticing “outside” dance study included 
creative classes with Nadia Pavlychenko, Graham classes 
with Amelia Itcush, Barry Smith and Ahuva Anbary, and 
ballet classes at the beginning of which Angela Leigh, 
newly returned from India, included yoga practice. 

On graduation, Moore joined the National Ballet 
corps. She recalls loving Swan Lake, since she “got to 
dance a lot” and was fascinated by the ballet’s notion of 
“the dancer as creature” – in retrospect, she considers 
her immersion in ballet as an introduction to a form of 
dance theatre. She performed with the first European 
tour in 1971/72, and the Sleeping Beauty tour of Canada 
and the U.S. the following season. Nureyev was  dancing 
with the National Ballet and his huge celebrity brought 
the company international attention. Moore recalls 

 standing in the wings watching him perform José 
Limón’s  powerful work The Moor’s Pavane, and yearning 
to dance the magnificent choreography. In hindsight, 
she sees this experience as a precursor to her Toronto 
Dance Theatre days. She quickly tired of the corps, and 
after two years was ready for “a new dance adventure.” 

Robert Desrosiers danced with the National for a year, 
then joined French contemporary ballet choreo grapher 
Felix Blaska’s Grenoble company. On leaving the National 
Ballet, Moore joined Desrosiers, her sweetheart since 
high school, and joined Blaska’s troupe touring in Italy, 
Switzerland, Spain and France. The company was well-
received and often performed in wonderful old  theatres; 
Moore recalls gazing up at the starlight in ancient 
amphitheatres. She also remembers armed guards by the 
roadside as the bus rumbled through Franco-era Spain.

Desrosiers soon left for London to work with  Lindsay 
Kemp. Kemp was a hugely influential British theatre 
artist whose company performed his  Flowers, based 
on Jean Genet’s work, in Toronto in the late 1970s. 
Robert was profoundly taken with Kemp’s stunning 
scenarios, featuring Kemp’s troupe of barely clad 

Claudia Moore and Peter Randazzo in Randazzo’s “Pavane” from  
A Simple Melody (1977)
Photo: Reg Innell

Daniel Seillier 
Photo: A&A Photographers
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young men, bodies painted white. This was a time 
of intense questioning for Moore; she left Blaska and 
considered quitting dance. On joining Desrosiers in 
London, though, Kemp’s work, unlike anything she 
had seen before, re-ignited her desire to dance. “Kemp 
opened that door again – I could see through his work 
how there were many ways to tell a story, or animate a 
character, and you could do it with your own voice.” 

The two soon moved back to Canada, settling in 
Montreal for a short time. Moore recalls with a laugh 
that they looked in the yellow pages for dance compa-
nies, and found Hugo Romero, who had a small troupe, 
Contemporary Dance Theatre of Montreal. They danced 
with Romero for about six months, and then connected 
with Ballet Ys, a new Toronto-based company [later 
Theatre Ballet of Canada]. Though their life was quite 
nomadic throughout this period, Moore recalls, “I never 
worried about money … life was not so expensive back 
then …” One of them was always working, and when he 
started his company, Desrosiers’s work was well-funded; 
Moore was also successful with early creation grants. 

Moore and Desrosiers were married in 1977 at his fam-
ily’s cottage in the Laurentian Mountains. He toured with 
Lindsay Kemp’s company in Europe and South America, 
while she worked with Toronto Dance Theatre (TDT). 

Moore had joined TDT in 1976, and was a featured 
performer for four years. She danced many roles in works 
by Patricia Beatty, David Earle, Peter Randazzo and 
 Christopher House. Those years were full of wonderful 
dance/theatre challenges, she recalls. She was tested by 
demanding solo work, and initially had to reckon with 
severe stage jitters. Stressed, she often injured herself 
before opening performances, and realized she must find 
a way to lessen the pressure, or “self-destruct”. She 
shifted her focus to finding more joy in the movement, 
and began to take pleasure in sharing her performance 
with audiences.

Modest Claudia Moore has been long and widely 
admired as a consummate performer, celebrated for her 
exquisite stage presence, for the beauty, intensity, dramatic 
scope and whimsical wit of her dancing. Dance critic Paula 
Citron succinctly called her “everybody’s favourite dancer.” 

With TDT, she cherished dancing Boat, River, Moon, 
David Earle’s starkly beautiful fable, and Patricia 
Beatty’s austere and profound Against Sleep. She con-
nected to the character-infused kinetic charge of 
Peter Randazzo’s choreography. “I loved,” she recalls, 
“inhabiting my character in Nighthawks, being in that 
world …” She danced House’s Toss Quintet, his first group 
work for TDT, and he created a solo for her, Mantis. 

Desrosiers’s choreographic explorations overlapped 
with Moore’s TDT years; he also briefly danced with 
TDT. His choreography was immediately acclaimed. 

“All the critics,” remembers Moore, “were completely 
taken by his dazzling imagination, his use of props and 
masks and costumes.” 

In its earlier years, Desrosiers Dance Theatre was sen-
sationally successful, selling out three-week seasons at 
the Premiere Dance Theatre, touring to Hong Kong, and 
across Canada. Moore was Desrosiers’s muse and com-
panion for seven years, the anima of his choreographic 
imagination, at the same time drawing acclaim as an 
extraordinary dancer. “It was surreal, hallucinatory …” 
she reminisces. “These were charged and challenging 
times. Robert was making fabulous, dreamlike pieces. 
I’m grateful to have been there with him and remember 
vividly the astonishing characters we brought to life.” 

Toward the mid-1980s, she quietly began to move away 
from Desrosiers’s troupe, and develop her own choreog-
raphy. She created Steal Threads, with musician/composer 
Miguel Frasconi, and at Expo ’86 one of her pieces was 
on the Desrosiers company’s program. She muses: 

I didn’t have any real choreographic training – I started 
out in TDT workshops; I was inspired by people I worked 
with … Most of it was intuitive, through my dance prac-
tice … Often the work I did was in reaction to that work, 
making other choices – where Robert would use many 
props I was interested in having one, and seeing how far 
I could push it … I always choreographed with a physi-
cal impulse in my own body. I had to find it in my own 
body before I could give it to the dancers – that’s what it 
was like for me. 

Robert Desrosiers and Claudia Moore in Desrosiers’s Bad Weather 
(1981) 
Photo: Frank Richards
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When her marriage to Desrosiers came apart, Moore 
sojourned in Paris, continuing to make work. In the 
spring of 1985 a terrible car accident in France nearly 
ended her career. French doctors said she would not walk 
again. But Dr. Hugh Scully at Toronto General Hospital 
brought her back to Toronto for further consultation, 
and after a more advanced x-ray, confirmed that surgery 
was unnecessary. Moore then began the slow process of 
healing, finding her way into her life and dance again. 

In 1987, Moore married media artist Laurie-Shawn 
Borzovoy while they were on holiday in Jamaica. “It felt 
so much like a honeymoon,” she laughs, “that we decided 
to get married.” 

A new phase of creativity and collaboration with 
theatre artists and other dancers blossomed. Moore has 
always valued collaboration, attributing this to her form-
ation in a company situation, where mutual supportive-
ness is key. Kleinzeit (1987), Debris (1991), Crow Sisters 
(1992) and Dragon (1995) were infused with literary, the-
atrical, character-based exploration, and crafted closely 
with individual interpreters. She repeatedly worked with 
a core of extraordinary dance artists. Fiona Drinnan and 
Bonnie Kim worked with Moore for more than a decade, 
and she counts Tom Brouillette, Sarah Chase, Jennifer 
Lynn Dick, Lyn Snelling, Mark Schaub, Miko Sobriera 
and Gerry Trentham among dancers significant to her 

later processes. She notes, “The best part of creating work 
was being in the studio with these gifted performers.” 

In her 1993 solo show, Horse on the Moon, she commis-
sioned a series of dances from favourite choreogra-
phers. Moore’s character in the show was a waitress 
dancing at night in an empty café. Tedd Robinson 
created a solo set to Gerry and the Pacemakers, Ginette 
Laurin made “a poignant solo about memory”, Serge 
Bennathan created choreography referencing Joan 
of Arc, and Lola MacLaughlin’s work featured a 
large period dress that descended from the ceiling. 
She performed the show at the du Maurier Theatre 
 Centre, as well as in the LiveArts series in Halifax.

In 1996, she started her company MOonhORsE 
Dance Theatre. The moon, she explains, is poetic, 
and the horse is physical. This fantastical crea-
ture is Moore’s daemon, perhaps – a symbol meld-
ing her passions for imagination and motion. 

Beginning in 1998, she created a sustained series of 
works incorporating text and distinctive characters 
for MOonhORsE. This notable achievement is perhaps 
most indicative of her unflagging perseverance, since 
during this time she raised her two children, while 
creating and performing in these pieces. Motherhood 
and family have been primary priorities for Moore, 
and she adapted her work to accommodate caring for 
her family. “When I had Zoe and Zak, there was a lot 
of quiet time with them. You’re up late at night and 
can’t sleep, so you make things up … imagination is 
always in play. They were part of the whole creation 
period – and truly great creations themselves!” 

Claudia Moore and Laurie-Shawn Borzovoy in Moore’s Wedding 
Album (1987)
Photo: Cylla von Tiedemann

Tom Brouillette, Peter Chin, Pamela Grundy, Daniel Brooks and 
Laurie-Shawn Borzovoy in Claudia Moore’s Kleinzeit (1987)
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Working in conjunction with the Dance Umbrella of 
Ontario’s Christine Moynihan as her manager, Moore 
drove the initiatives for this series of choreographies, 
creating and performing in them herself, and present-
ing them in various Toronto venues. These pieces 
marked a maturing phase of Moore’s work. The first, 
wishes (1998), created with consulting director Daniel 
Brooks, won the Dora Award in New Choreography. 
Three Women (2000), in which Moore danced with  Bonnie 
Kim and Fiona Drinnan, was based on Sylvia Plath’s 
poetry. Rich in imagery, Small Midnight (2001) was 
co-choreographed with Tedd Robinson, followed by on 
earth (2002), CASA (2003) and the creaturely inventions 
of by night (2004). Inspired by text from  Shakespeare’s 
plays, This Castle (2005) featured direction and text 
construction by director Patti Powell, while EVER 
THUS, with a cast of Shakespearean heroes and heroines 
(2006) premiered at the Young Centre for the Perform-
ing Arts, running in rep with Soulpepper’s King Lear. 

Often commissioned as a choreographer, Moore has 
collaborated with contemporary opera productions, 
including two works by composer R. Murray Schafer, 
as well as Facing South for Tapestry New Opera. Theatre 
commissions include Building Jerusalem, in 2000; Moore 
also originated the role of healthcare pioneer Adelaide 
Hoodless in this Volcano production. Among  numerous 

other credits, she choreographed two Shaw Festival 
musicals, On the Town and Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, in 
1992 and 1993, and Atom Egoyan’s 1993 film Exotica. 

Moore’s choreographic evolution is ongoing. She 
cites Tedd Robinson’s work, and that of Pina Bausch, as 
important influences on her dancing, and on her choreo-
graphic aesthetic. She admires the inner complexity 
and craft of their dances, as well as the whimsy and 
depth of their characters. She values Peter Boneham’s 
mentorship and intuitive support, since first encounter-
ing him in a 1989 Le Groupe Dance Lab residency, as 
essential sources of artistic assurance. She expresses 
gratitude for the artistic guidance she has received 
– now, she says, she can pay such learning forward, 
confident in her own ability to mentor younger artists. 

Moore reflects that she has always made her way by 
dancing, teaching, directing and choreographing. She 
notes her husband’s generous support, and that of  others 
including Soulpepper’s Albert Schultz – she was an 
artist-in-residence at Soulpepper from 2008 to 2010. She 
has received support from all the government agencies, 
though her company has never received operating grants 
from Canada Council for the Arts; it has survived on 
project grants only. Recognition and acknowledgement 
also come in other ways. She received the 1991 Jacque-
line Lemieux Award for excellence in dance, while her 
choreography has been nominated for Dora Awards for 
wishes (Winner of Best New Choreography, 1998), D’arc 
and Light, Debris and Three Women. She enjoys the loyal 
support of a group of devoted MOonhORsE patrons. 

Claudia Moore in Ginette Laurin’s Horse on the Moon (1993)
Photo: Lynda Middleton

Claudia Moore teaching at the National Ballet School, 1988 
Photo: Cylla von Tiedemann


