hile politicians, actors, and even writers usually take their

bows alone; there exists the peripheral individual without whom almost noth-
ing would be bow-worthy. Ellen Bar takes an appreciative look at the Ballet
Master and comes to the conclusion that no man/woman is an island.

I was flipping through the pages of a slightly outdated
magazine the other day (I was at a doctoris office, trying to Kill
that interminable and unexplained waiting period that seems
to attend every visit) when | came across a gorgeous series of
glossy photos. It was the Oscar issue, and they were celebrating
the nominees by dressing them in couture and posing them
dramatically in implausible scenes T Helen Mirren lounging
in an evening gown, surrounded by Medieval armor, or Brad
Pitt, lonely and pensive in a mussed suit at a roadside diner. It
occurred to me that we never see, or want to see, the myriad of
people who must have contributed to their success. No man
is an island, and surely even Academy-caliber actors cantt be
exempt from that fact. Where were the acting coaches, the
screenwriters, the directors, the helpful friends and colleagues
even? | shook my head and tut-tutted at the tragedy of Tin-
seltown, callously steamrolling over the little guy, and then |
realized that it wasnit just Hollywood. No one talks about the
editors of great novelists or the maestros of great opera sing-
ers. Even in my artistic sphere, the elite and exclusive world
of ballet, the bows are reserved for the dancers alone. But
in the rehearsal studios and in the wings, stand (usually with
crossed fingers and nervous faces) the people without whom
no dancer could take the
stage. They are called bal-
let masters, a title at once
imposing and  archaic,
though the faces behind
them are anything but.

When | first joined
the New York City Bal-
let, at the age of sixteen, |
knew the ballet masters only by who they had been; they had
been dancers first, of course, from that exciting era when the
companyis founder, George Balanchine, was still alive. They
were immortalized in all the ballet books, photos, and docu-
mentaries that all young dancers devour, and so it was nothing
short of strange to see them in their everyday rehearsal-wear at
the theater, as if they were regular people. It was even stranger
to fathom that they were going to coach me in the roles that

EéCan you do that
again?t she said. ¢1Em
sorry 1 was think-
ing about my cat.té
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they were remembered for. | had been taught by former danc-
ers my whole life at the School of American Ballet, but there is
an added element to the work in a rehearsal studio that has no
place in a classroom. The teacher is concerned with the basics
of the steps, but the coach must impart so much more T the
mood of the piece, the style of the movement, the intricacies
of the music. Most difficult of all is to show the dancer how
to interact with the other dancers on stage (for we are rarely
alone out there) and how to present it all to the audience.
This canit be learned by looking in a mirror; it requires the
guiding hand and discerning eye of the ballet master.

I was awed and intimidated by the ballet masters at first,
too scared to even say hello when | passed them in the hall-
ways, the way | was as a child around my elementary school
principal. These were, |1 thought, my bosses, and | treated
them that way. But after working with them for a while, |
learned to read between the lines of their good-natured criti-
cisms. They were there to be mentors, not judges. They cared
about the ballets, and making the ballets look good was as
much in their interest as in mine.

As simple as it sounds, learning to ask for and accept help
is one of the most important lessons an artist can learn, and
it opens up a world of resources. The ballet masters can teach
you tricks that wouldbve taken you years to figure out on your
own, like cheats in a video game. fiDon(t think of it as éOh
my God, a pirouette!io | was told once. fiYoudll put too much
force into it and fall over.0 Or, filf you get lost in the music,0
they would say, fiyou can always pick it up again here.0 Then
theyid point out a certain recognizable note that | hadnit no-
ticed before. So even if the orchestra messed up (which hap-
pens), or if | just lost count, the note would guide me, like a
lighthouse in the fog.

But the most interesting lessons are artistic, not techni-
cal, and these are what transform a good performance into a
great one. | learned Episodes, a bizarre abstract pas de deux,
to music by Webern, from Karin von Aroldingen, a German-
born Balanchine ballerina. filtis supposed to be mysterious,0
she told me, A bit creepy and dark T donit be afraid to look
weird, or to show the struggle.o It was the kind of coloring






