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 “Watching the world pass by…” 
(some Jerome Robbins traveling notes)

Mexico City, 1941

One of the things that I take particular delight in is riding the buses to work 
everyday. It’s like being a kid again. You can hold on to the running board and 
hang way out over the street and watch the buildings and people fly past, and 
nobody says, “How childish!” This is all for ten centavos or two cents. If you 
think that the subways in N.Y. are crowded at rush hour, baby you should see 
what those buses look like all day. You’ve got to catch them on the fly and get off 
them on the run, and brother help you if you don’t have both hands free to hold 
on with. Before you get on, pack anything loose away into your pockets. See 
the bus coming around the corner of the Square. On your mark, get set, go! It 
slows down about ½ kilometer and you look to see which door looks the least 
crowded. Anyway, get close ’cause if you miss the first, you have to grab at the 
second. Even now people are standing on the outer edge of the running board, 
the upper part of their bodies hanging way out over the street. But don’t let that 
worry you. You see three spare inches of running board not in use and get your 
foot on it. “Vámanos,” yells the conductor (“Let’s go!”) and you’re off. Now the 
idea is to get the rest of your weight on the bus while it’s already in motion. The 
conductor takes it for granted you’ll make it and never bothers to see if you do or 
don’t. Grab hold of the rail that runs around the window edge if there’s nothing 
else and hold tight. Where do you put the other foot? Oh don’t bother about 
it, just let it hang. If the one you’re standing on gets tired, just change feet. The 
buses go so fast you don’t have to worry. As you are flying along, and believe me 
these cars go like hell, a taxi will pass you with some obvious tourist in it. They will 
look at you and say, “Poor people, ugh, how disgusting, so crowded.” To which 
you smile back and change your feet. Now we are near where we have to get off. 
Better set yourself again. You don’t have a free hand to reach the bell inside the 
car if you could reach it (which you can’t) and you hope someone else wants to 
get off on the same corner. No? Well here we go. As the bus nears the chosen 
corner, hop off, and away, from the bus and start running in the same direction. 
You will anyway, so you just might as well do it. Also it will save you from falling 
flat on your nose. When you go past your corner on the fly you can start to slow 
down to a trot, then to a gallop, and then to a jog, and then to a walk. Now you 
can stop and sit down on the nearest bench and catch your breath. When you 
feel better, get up and come on home. 

Acapulco, 1941

I have just come back from the most marvelous vacation that I have ever had the 
pleasure to enjoy. I have never in my life been so thrilled by a place in my life. I 
went to Acapulco at last, and boy, it was worth waiting to get there. We finished 
rehearsals Thursday night and left Mexico City about ten thirty or later. And we 
drove all night thru the mountains and curving around and down them, ‘til finally 
at about dawn we reached the Pacific. God what a glorious sight to see just 
at daybreak. Acapulco is like the Riviera or Biarritz or any of the wonderful sea 
resorts in the South of France… Our hotel was up on a huge cliff right over the 
sea. And down below, the surf smashed against the rocks and roared all day 
and night… and the sun was very nice to us and stayed out for the whole three 
days. And I swam, and learned to ride the surf into the shore… so well, in fact, 
that twice it threw me up on the beach and I scratched my chest. And if you are 
thirsty while sunning yourself, you can call one of the little boys and he runs off 
and soon brings you back a coconut with the top sliced off and a couple of straws 
stuck in for you to drink the cool milk.
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Zurich, July 1952

[New York City Ballet made its debut in continental Europe with a five-month 
tour, participating in festivals in several cities, including Lausanne and Zurich, 
Switzerland.]

 Just a note between rehearsals. We’ve already played Lausanne which was 
very, very beautiful, and was a great success. Our houses have been sold out all 
over. The Cage made the front page of the Lausanne entertainment paper even 
though we didn’t play it there, but because so much had been heard about it.
 In Lausanne I met a very wonderful Swiss family, who entertained me royally. 
They took me motoring and on the lake, and to Geneva and Montreux, and all in 
all it was a nice stay. Now we are in Zurich for a few days. I’m not dancing here 
and so have it much easier. It’s very warm, and this afternoon I’ll go sunbathing 
on the lake. Next week back to Paris, for 2½ weeks, then to Holland (we’re not 
going to Brussels) and then the company goes to England. I’m not going with 
them — as a matter of fact I’m not sure where or what I will do from there. The next 
time I must be with them is in Edinburgh at the end of August. And now it looks 
as if the tour is to be extended a month to include Milan and Berlin. But I’m not 
sure if I’m continuing.

London, September 1970

[The Contractor, by David Storey, is a play written in 1970 about the raising of 
a tent for a wedding on an English estate.]

The trouble is that what we take for models of good acting in the States is so 
poor, cheap and inhuman compared to the playing one sees here in London 
that the course we set for ourselves as performers is already headed in terrible 
directions. After seeing “The Contractor” last night I don’t think it is easy to direct 
in London. The actors were so incredible that I’m sure if anything goes wrong, 
it must be the director’s fault. This thrilling experience of being so moved is not 
the first of its kind for me here. Each time I visit London I see at least one or two 
plays that restore me with incredible love and belief in humans and their valiant 
and unselfish struggles with their pains. All onstage love their profession, each 
other and, most of all, the human being. They are devoted to the play and being 
in its circumstances, and the innate tenderness and frail fierceness (yes, coming 
even close to murder) makes one weep for the efforts not to go berserk. I can’t 
say it right, except perhaps there is such TRUST in one’s self, the play, and in the 
other actors, and faith in the system of theater — or the ritual of theater — or that 
what they are doing helps the spectator to go on with living.

Israel, March 1971

Up at 8 into Arab cabs and off to Masada. Over extraordinary terrain and gravel 
roads to Kidron Valley. There we picked up some fruit and went on. Finally got 
out of car and walked over to the gorge and along rocky road. Dogs barked at 
Arab shepherds as we got to the monastery. At the monastery an old little monk 
looking like a puppet found us an entrance. Long pantomime in 3 languages of 
how it is closed — they are praying, etc. 2 Arab children pointed at my watch and 
described the handle going around 1½ times. It was 11. We understood at 12:30 
it would be open. So we took off and climbed down into the gorge, past caves 
and open arches of limestone that circled above our heads. Down we scrambled 
to the river, which roared and foamed and was dirty, bringing with it the sand 

In this summer issue of Jerome Robbins, we offer a sample of the many 
written notes Robbins kept during his travels. From a letter home during one 
of his first trips out of the country, to artistic opinions formed as a result of 
his voyages, to an inward contemplation on the possible purpose for travel…
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and dirt of the valley above. The sun was burning and I tied a bandana over my 
head. We went downstream, spotting caves above and finally came to a place 
where rain waters had made a series of pools — worn the rocks smooth. A ravine 
of immense size, full of natural drains from pool to pool. High up in the middle 
of the cliff had been an Arab house — how to get there? Then we start back and 
get there at 12:30 and are let in. The little man is now all smiles. Cool inside. I 
bump my head on an arched, low, stone doorway on which a blood red cross is 
incised. Everything pale blue and water blue. In a courtyard a priest stands still 
and in black against the glare of the sun. In the middle of the court is a small, 
Greek church chapel. Next the church itself. The boy is serious, avoids eyes and 
answers briefly.
 Arabs — Bedouins — do not bother with time. No time, or, rather, all time. They 
don’t know how old they are, can stay as long as they like anywhere. If they are 
carrying more than they need, they put it in trees — and no one touches it — for 
years. If they steal it they will not go to Paradise. “Things left on trees must not 
be taken, or else you go not to Paradise.” 

Leningrad, 1973

Notes on Leningrad. People not friendly — but why should they be to Americans? 
One must cue up for everything. TIME is taken from you in waiting. I think this 
must be designed to force upon the individual his minor and subordinated part 
to all else. The days seem fast, yet time here seems forever. Even on the 2nd day 
I felt I’d been here a few weeks. It is no place for insecure people — or anyone 
with any parental frustrations. Your every moment is dependent on some utterly 
uncompromising mother surrogate who won’t let you do what you want, go where 
you want, see who you want — and whose role seems devoted to frustrating you in 
every direction. “Closed” and “tomorrow, perhaps” are the favorite expressions. 
“Closed” is slammed at you by every waitress at every time, with a heavy walk 
away. No one is light. No wonder they love and admire ballet. Passing people 
on the street by car, one is struck by the grim, unforgiving, un-alive expressions. 
Frowns and toughness seem to be the order. Of course they all know where 
they are. Put this all in a city architecturally planned and laid out with wide bou-
levards, planned squares and official buildings — palaces, parks, statues, imperial 
splendor renamed for the Revolutionary events — and a proletariat that still looks 
like the proletariat of the Revolution: the faces, clothes, bodies, postures all look 
like old pictures.
 St. Nicholas Church. A “practicing” church, of which there are now 19, in a 
city which had several hundred before the Revolution. Being in it was like some 
wild, full powered throwback in time and atmosphere. We walked into a Mass. 
A man’s voice was conducting the service, clean in pitch, invocating blessings —  
“Bless…, bless…, bless…” — and with each, the old women would do the strong 
Russian X and either bow very low, or prostate themselves on their knees, with 
their heads bowed to the floor. No matter how old or decrepit, they would get to 
the floor. Fervent, committed, extreme in devotion, having passed the Revolution, 
nothing now could possibly shake their faith. It was the most moving thing I saw 
in all of Russia.

St. Barts, July 1986

I have been in this state before, I can recognize it. It’s like seeing an old photo-
graph — or picking up an old journal and saying, “Look, see, don’t you remember, 
you’re the same as you were when you were in Europe in ’35, or at the beach, or 
in Greece or Rome at various ages. You are always (almost always) away, not at 
home and always, or almost always, alone.”
 I perceive, not willingly, that my pattern is one of disinvolvement, of receding 
from energies, projects, problems, involvements — a great laziness. There has 
been a sharp fall off. No exercises, and no ability to start them again at this age. 
Somewhere I feel and fear that I may not do any more ballets. Too hard for me. 
Too hard to invent, don’t have the drive, need, search, joy and angers of creation. 
I look at Goldberg and wonder how I did it — how all springs naturally from what 
comes before it.

Spoleto, July 1987

Sitting in the Piazza del Mercato, the little market square in Spoleto, having 
breakfast. I was noticing how many and the variety of ways the streets enter the 
square. From down a hill, from under an arch, from thru an ancient Roman street, 
up a steep walk, by car straight on, and many others, all contributing to an easy, 

Jerome Robbins arriving in Paris, December 1954. From the collection of Jerome Robbins.

constant flow of people. All ages; strollers, shoppers, workers, visitors, and, 
equally, thru the simple, swimming, uncrowded current, were meetings, confer-
ences, decisions, dawdlings, all flowing in an unhurried way like being borne on 
a gentler tide, passing thru, passing thru.
 There was, out of the corner of my eye, a woman who detached herself from 
others, and seemed, before I turned my head toward her, to be coming toward 
me. At first, as I craned my head around, it flashed on me, without a moment’s 
rationale, that it was Edith [Robbins’ longtime and invaluable assistant, Edith 
Weissman], who could be there, very simply, alive again, in this town, at this 
moment, passing thru. It seemed natural and unextraordinary for it to happen. 
She was part of the life of the town that was passing by at this moment. It didn’t 
shock me. There was, on consideration, not a thing odd, wrong, or unreal about 
it. There, in Spoleto, I could easily be visited by all who had passed on and there 
wouldn’t be anything extraordinary about it. As I thought that, I could see Nora 
[ballerina Nora Kaye] coming down that hill street, all glowing with humor and 
delight at bumping into me; I could see Tommy [Robbins’ longtime friend, Tom 
Abbott] walk by and say “Hi” and talk a little and nothing would be forced or por-
tentous. [Antony] Tudor, Ronnie Bates, Michael Bennett… It was all with a safe 
security, without fuss or dream or psychic phenomena that this easy visitation to 
a heaven came about. I knew this moment would pass, but there, under a café’s 
outdoor umbrella, sipping tea, and watching the world pass by, came a special 
time which, like a current of different temperature water in a moving stream, woven 
into the current and out again, came this special and real visit from those who 
had died. I thought maybe this is what Paradise is like the place one goes to see 
all one’s loved ones again.
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I began to travel with Jerry late in his life and early in my own. Although he had 
been everywhere, I had lived in England for a year and traveled high and low 
throughout Europe; with my parents (high) and as a college student (low). My par-
ents were inveterate travelers, especially my father, who encouraged in me a love 
of travel. It was they who had brought me to Venice in 1978, where I had first seen 
Jerry and Jesse Gerstein, his partner, at lunch in Harry’s Bar, strolling through a 
rainy Piazza San Marco and in the lobby of Hotel Danieli. We smiled, nodded and 
passed on, but our friendship had gently taken root abroad in this serendipitous 
way. When I really met Jerry, in 1982, we had a lot of common ground, literally, 
in our pasts. Still, when we began to travel together in the early ’80s, my youthful 
excitement at the prospect of an adventure was in no way tempered by his age 
and experience, for he had remained a curious and unjaded explorer.
 These photographs by and of Jerry Robbins serve as both a record of his 
travel experiences and as notes for an autobiography. And isn’t that what travel is, 
or is meant to be? Discovery and self discovery. For Jerry, that was the pleasure 
and purpose of travel: discovery of the world and discovery of himself. Jerry loved 
being an anonymous person traveling. From the time he premiered Fancy Free, 
he would be recognized walking down the street in New York, often an uncom-
fortable experience for such a private person. Traveling was different. He once 
said to me, “Copenhagen is a city of open-faced sandwiches and open-faced 
people.” Traveling, he could look the world directly in the eye, and comfortably 
let the world look back at him. I was fortunate enough to travel with Jerry, when I 
found him to be both fellow sojourner and seasoned guide; a man of wondering 
innocence and rugged experience; an ideal traveling companion.

This series of images begins in 1941 in Mexico. The clock atop an exuberantly 
decorated stone wedding cake of a building tells us that it’s twenty minutes to 
twelve on a blindingly hot, summer day. One of this young man’s pals has snapped 
his picture (Hugh Laing? Johnny Kriza? Nora Kaye?), and twenty-two year old 
Jerry’s hands in his pockets suggest a soigné casualness, as do his sailor-like 
neckerchief and cap (presentiments of the ballet that may already be percolat-
ing in his mind). But for all of his physical confidence, almost cockiness, Jerry 
does not suppress his own exuberance at being in such a new, beautiful, exotic 
place. That excitement, that joy in travel and discovery, would remain a perennial 
attribute of Jerry’s personality when he explored new places throughout his life.

This photograph of Jerry and Annabelle Lyon seems to be from an outdoor stag-
ing of Fancy Free. That first ballet would not premiere for about two more years, 
but this photograph is proof that it was, indeed, consciously and unconsciously, 
already taking shape in Jerry’s life and mind. Instead of a Times Square saloon, this 
boy and girl are sharing a drink at a chiringuito, a beach bar in Mexico. Her summer 
dress and Jerry’s sailor cap are just what they have on, not costumes for a dance. 
And the costumes Jerry would choose for that most modern of ballets would be 
inspired by just what real people really wore. And like the characters in that ballet, 
Jerry and Annabelle here are young and fancy free and living in the moment.

The image of an Alpine river gorge is the quintessential travel postcard, perfect 
in its composition, its capturing of place, and melding of stasis and movement. 
There is also a reminder that man has encroached upon nature with the peek of an 
erector set train trestle. This photograph is sort of an intentional cliché; a painted 
backdrop for a Victorian melodrama: if you look hard enough, you can almost see 
Sherlock Holmes clutching on to the outcropping of rock on the upper right, after 
Dr. Moriarty has pushed him off the cliff into the Reichenbach Falls on their fateful 
trip to Meiringen. For all of his inventiveness, Jerry knew when to fall back upon 
the tried and true. When he saw this view, he captured it for what it was: perfect.

Jerry Robbins, Traveler
by Brian Meehan
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But surely the photograph of the Roman boy with the balloon is by Henri Cartier-
Bresson? Well, no. But that is no coincidence either. Both men were working 
contemporaneously and were familiar with each other’s work. Cartier-Bresson 
took photographs of JR at work in the early ’50s. Jerry, like any serious photog-
rapher in the mid twentieth century, could not help but be inspired by Cartier-
Bresson’s capturing of decisive moments, by human beings at home in their 
own worlds, by the infinite variety afforded by black and white photography in 
the hands of an artist with control over development and printing. We see in this 
picture the assurance of the skilled photographic artist that Jerry was by this 
time. For all of the elegance and formality of the serried ranks of columns in Saint 
Peter’s Square, he captures real people, comfortable in their natural habitat. Men 
and women take the opportunity to bask in the sun on an otherwise cold day. 
Even the street cleaner has left his broom and metal drums, squat, truncated 
columns themselves, to take a break on this late winter or early spring afternoon. 
For the traveler and photographer, this is a perfect meeting of all the elements 
that create a great photograph, but for the little boy, this is just a place to play. 
And that is the point of the picture.

There is a hidden underlying subtext in these French coast photographs, for 
it was on this trip in 1951 that Jerry met Buzz Miller, sparking a profound love 
affair and an enduring friendship. Buzz is on the other side of the camera in one 
photograph, Jerry the subject, pointing to a farther shore. These two pictures 
were taken while they were on their way to Mont-Saint-Michel from Paris on their 
first journey together, having only met through mutual friends a few days before. 
Jerry loved to travel with his friends and partners. To him it was an important 
part of a relationship, for it brought two people closer together, freed from the 
structures and circumspections of their familiar environments. Buzz and Jerry 
photographed each other in the Louvre in front of works of art; high atop Notre 
Dame where they made faces in imitation of the gargoyles; they photographed 
each other swimming nude in the sea off the rocks of Capri. Home and career 
imposes limits upon all of us — especially during Jerry’s mid-century America, 
a place and a time that brought him great success, along with great anxiety; a 
place to create in and sometimes to escape from. France and Italy in 1951 was 
that elusive safe somewhere for Jerry and Buzz. Travel was wonderfully liberating 
for Jerry, and that trip with Buzz was a watershed. Before that journey, Jerry was 
engaged to Nora Kaye; afterwards, he was not.

Like the little boy in Saint Peter’s Square, these girls playing in a laundry bedecked 
passage in Venice are the real thing: this is their city; they are supremely at home 
in it. We are just visitors passing by, but they own it. For us it is otherworldly; for 
them it is real life. This photograph is also like an illustration to Richard Wilbur’s 
poem, “Love Calls Us the Things of This World”, composed in Rome around 
the same time this picture was taken in Venice: “Outside the open window/
The morning air is all awash with angels./ Some are in bed-sheets; some are 
in blouses,/Some are in smocks; but truly there they are.” The laundry, the girl’s 
ignoring of our gaze, the grittiness of the street is so much the opposite of the 
usual tourist photograph of this most unearthly city. Here, Jerry sees Venice as 
it is to its true denizens, and he brings it down to earth.

Strangely enough, the most exotic image of all of these photographs from Jerry’s 
travels, a scene of people in indigenous dress in Israel, is probably the photograph 
in which Jerry is most personally reflected. There seems to be an impromptu, open 
air performance going on here, as if the two men in the foreground have just con-
cluded a dance, and are about to begin another, to the applause of their friends 
and family. So many of Jerry’s ballets involve a group of friends taking turns at 
solos, duos and trios while other dancers watch from the sidelines, casually sitting 
or standing on the stage around the principals. Think of Fancy Free, Interplay, N.Y. 
Export: Opus Jazz, Dances at a Gathering. It also seems to prefigure the robust, 
masculine dances from the wedding scene in Fiddler. Whatever is going on here, 
it is a ritual rooted in ancient tradition. It is as if Jerry has stumbled upon one of his 
own dances; and these handsome Semitic faces look not unlike Jerry’s own family.

opposite page
lower left: Jerome Robbins in Mexico City, 1941.
upper right: Jerome Robbins and Anabelle Lyon, Acapulco, Mexico, 1941.
lower right: Swiss Alps, 1951.

this page
upper left: St. Peter’s Square, Rome, 1953. .
lower left: Jerome Robbins in the Brittany region of France, 1951.
upper right: Israel, 1953. 
lower right: Venice, 1955. 

All photos from the collection of Jerome Robbins.
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Anyone who traveled with Jerry was luckier for it. I think that travel, intensely look-
ing at the world near and far, was one of the doors that Jerry opened to create 
art. Travel enabled him to recreate, to get completely outside of himself. At home, 
in the studio, he would create, rejuvenated, inspired by simply being present in 
the world — the worlds — around him, near and far.

Brian Meehan teaches English and Writing at Prep For Prep, a scholarship program for high school 
students of color in New York City. 

The ruined temple high atop a cliff in Greece with the sun reflected in the sea 
almost blinding the viewer epitomizes the Delphic mysteries to which Jerry 
returned again and again for inspiration. The gods and goddesses of those tem-
ples were very real to him. For Jerry, they also existed disguised as mortals among 
us. Euripides’ The Bacchae was an obsession, a play he longed to stage. He 
talked about it up until the end of his life as one of “the ones that got away.” The 
closest he may have come to it is the mysterious Antique Epigraphs, with its con-
juring priestesses and virginal acolytes; their actions compulsive, driven, haunted 
and beautiful. And, to some extent, Jerry lived among the Bacchantes during the 
sixties and seventies. Surely it was the word “trip” in the term “drug trip” that led 
to his curiosity about LSD. Although Jerry had at least one good experience with 
hallucinogens (led by the Bacchic figure of the poet Robert Graves), he also had 
one devastatingly bad one. Still, when it was long past, Jerry could look back on 
that bad trip as he would look back on some disappointing excursions: there was 
always something to be gleaned, learned and kept, even from a rocky journey.

And Jerry did not need to go far afield for the recreation (re-creation) that a jour-
ney afforded. His photograph of the Manhattan skyline from The Staten Island 
Ferry documents a favorite journey that Jerry took again and again. All of his 
most intimate friends took this trip to nowhere with him at least once: the best 
deal in town, combining sea, sun, earth, and air; all four elements costing only a 
buck, and offering the greatest view of the city that, for better and worse, most 
inspired him. “City of the world (for all races are here)/City of tall facades of 
marble and iron,/Proud and passionate city.” This photograph reminds us that 
Jerry’s city was Whitman’s city, and our city too. We can still take that journey on 
the Staten Island Ferry that Jerry and Whitman took, and we can still be inspired 
by it, as they were.

This photograph of Jerry with a monkey in Japan says everything about his rela-
tionship with animals, as well as everything about how he met a native in a foreign 
place. I saw him so many times bend down to a dog in the street and say, “Hello, 
what’s your name? My name is Jerry. Who are you?” That is what he’s saying to 
the monkey here. He was much more open when meeting an animal, a child or 
anyone who had no idea who he was. He liked people who were reserved and 
shy, like him. Traveling to a place where he did not speak the language fluently 
was not a hindrance for him; it was an advantage. It seems quite remarkable that 
the lyrics to one of the most charming songs that Jerry ever staged really mirrored 
his approach to meeting men and women, children and animals in a foreign place, 
or really any place: “Getting to know you/Getting to know all about you/ Getting 
to like you/ Getting to hope you like me.”

Jerry took this beautiful and pensive portrait of Aidan Mooney, a new friend, in 
1972 at the grave of Diaghilev on the Isola di San Michele near Venice. In this 
photograph, Jerry is unknowingly recording a meeting of his past, present and 
future lives. He had definitively left Broadway and was now working exclusively 
in the world of ballet, the twentieth century ballet that Diaghilev had created; 
whose mantle was assumed by Balanchine, who would carry that art to Jerry’s 
1930s America. Balanchine would become both Jerry’s master and fellow — the 
only choreographer who ever was — and Aidan would one day be touched by Jerry 
to be a guardian of Jerry’s own legacy in his role as a member of the advisory 
committee of the Robbins Rights Trust: the legacy of the ballet of the modern 
world that began with Diaghilev, at whose grave they stand. So a strange and 
remarkable moment is captured here where three roads of Jerry’s life meet on a 
small plot of land on a tiny island in Venice. From the setting and the moodiness of 
this picture, one would never know that among the qualities that Jerry and Aidan 
most shared were an exuberance for life and a passion for dance. In 1972, many 
of Jerry’s greatest works lie ahead of him, along with years of travel and laughter 
and living. But, here, he and Aidan have taken a quiet moment to pay homage to 
the past that would make that future possible.

this page
upper left: Greece, 1959. 
lower left: View of Manhattan from the Staten Island Ferry, 1957. 
upper right:  Japan, 1964. 
lower right: Aidan Mooney at the grave of Sergei Diaghilev, Venice, 1972.  

All photos from the collection of Jerome Robbins.
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At the age of nine, Peter Boal began studying ballet at the School of American 
Ballet, the official school of New York City Ballet. Mr. Boal became a member of 
New York City Ballet’s corps de ballet in 1983 and became a principal dancer 
in 1989. In 2005, he retired from New York City Ballet after a 22-year career 
with the company. Mr. Boal was also a full-time faculty member at the School 
of American Ballet from 1997 to 2005. In 2003, he founded Peter Boal and 
Company, a critically acclaimed chamber ensemble.
 Among the many ballets in which Mr. Boal was featured at New York City 
Ballet are George Balanchine’s Agon, Apollo, A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
(Oberon), and Prodigal Son; Jerome Robbins’ Dances at a Gathering and Opus 
19/The Dreamer; Ulysses Dove’s Red Angels; and works by William Forsythe, 
Peter Martins, Twyla Tharp, and Christopher Wheeldon. 
 In 2005, upon his retirement from New York City Ballet, Mr. Boal became 
Artistic Director of Pacific Northwest Ballet (PNB) and Director of Pacific 
Northwest Ballet School. Under the direction of Mr. Boal, PNB has diversified 
its repertory to include new works by Trisha Brown, David Dawson, Ulysses 
Dove, Marco Goecke, Jiri Kylian, Jessica Lang, Jean-Christophe Maillot, Susan 
Marshall, Mark Morris, Justin Peck, Crystal Pite, Victor Quijada, Alexei Ratmansky, 
Twyla Tharp, and Christopher Wheeldon, as well as additional works by George 
Balanchine and Jerome Robbins. 
 Last fall, Mr. Boal, along with Pacific Northwest Ballet dancers James Moore, 
Lucien Postlewaite, and Dylan Wald, paid homage to Jerome Robbins by present-
ing “Jerome Robbins’ Male Solos” as part of the “Works & Process” series at the 
Guggenheim Museum. During the event, Peter Boal shared personal anecdotes 
of working with Mr. Robbins, and gave the audience insights into Robbins’ choreo-
graphic process. A remarkable marriage of narrative and demonstration, danced 
meticulously, “Jerome Robbins’ Male Solos” was one of the many highlights of the 
Jerome Robbins Centennial. After the event, Gregory Victor had an opportunity 
to sit down with Peter as he shared more memories of working with Jerry…

Peter Boal on Jerome Robbins’ works & process

Gregory Victor When did you first meet Jerome Robbins, as a student at the 
School of American Ballet?

Peter Boal When he choreographed Mother Goose (1975). Our ballet master 
was Tom Abbott. He would prepare us for the roles. I was taught the role of 
Cupid, which happens during the last two minutes of the ballet. I remember going 
over it in the Lower Concourse, which is where kids would rehearse, and being 
alerted that we’d be going up to the Main Hall and working with Mr. Robbins the 
following day. Even in Tommy Abbott’s alert, there was a “Get ready!” warning, 
and when I walked into the room, I could feel it. I don’t remember the chronology 
well, but I must have already been through The Nutcracker. I must have already 
done Main Hall rehearsals with Mr. Balanchine, so I already knew several mem-
bers of the company — some of them had been my party scene mother and father. 
So I wasn’t just this little kid coming out of the woods.

GV What was your first impression of Robbins?

PB He was very focused. It was really about making me as good as I could pos-
sibly be in that moment. It wasn’t mean, or derogatory, or overly reprimanding. It 
was all for a shared, positive goal. I think he actually liked the way I did the part. 
You could feel that from Jerry when you were getting it right. I stayed in that role 
through the age of 13, which is far too old to be playing Cupid. I asked Tom Abbott 
if I could get out of it and he said, “Jerry just loves you in it.” So that was that.

GV And your next encounter with Robbins?

PB I would go to Saratoga in the summers, and do the parts the students would 
do — like Firebird — and I think he was around for those rehearsals. After that, it 
was when I joined NYCB as an apprentice in 1983.

GV Then you became a company member on April 30, 1983 — the day George 
Balanchine died. 

New York City Ballet rehearsal of Quiet City with Damian Woetzel, Robert La Fosse, Peter Boal, and Jerome Robbins, 1986. Photo by Martha Swope.



NEWS FROM THE JEROME ROBBINS FOUNDATION8

PB When you danced your third ballet as an apprentice, it tipped you from being 
an apprentice to being a company member. That was the day I did my third ballet, 
so it was the day that I became a corps member. I remember coming to S.A.B. in 
the morning and being upset, because I’d worked with Balanchine a little bit — not 
like so many other people did, but he came to the School of American Ballet a 
lot, and he had started a special men’s class. I went to S.A.B., and the kids were 
sort of unaffected because he hadn’t been around for their whole year. Then I 
ran over to do the matinée of Mother Goose — by then I was an apprentice doing 
an adult part in Mother Goose — and there were packs of reporters at the stage 
entrance. The mood backstage at the theater, compared to S.A.B., was just night 
and day. I remember Lisa Hess, as the Princess, showing her pricked finger to 
everyone with tears rolling down her face. Jerry adored Lisa Hess, and there she 
was, dancing a Robbins ballet. 

GV And you were working on Glass Pieces at the time…

PB I think, working on Glass Pieces, Jerry couldn’t get the dancers that he 
was going to put in the first cast, so there we were, these two apprentices who 
were available. I think he always liked to work with new apprentices because he 
liked to assess new talent and see what the future might hold. He liked Sean 
Savoye, the other apprentice, too. He used him in the beginning quite a bit. 
Also, we were rehearsing I’m Old Fashioned simultaneously. A couple months 
later, I danced one of the principal parts in the first movement of The Goldberg 
Variations — the part we used to refer to as “the cabriole boy,” or the boy in gray. 
I worked with Jerry a lot on that. Goldberg has so much material… especially in 
that first movement part because you’re in nine or ten different variations. I like 
the first movement a lot. It’s less pleasing, I think, to an audience, but it certainly 
shows Jerry’s experimental side. 

GV You’ve brought many of Jerry’s ballets to Seattle audiences. How do you 
decide which ballets will work best for Pacific Northwest Ballet? I see you’re 
having a company premiere of Other Dances this season. Why Other Dances?

PB Originally, I wanted to honor Jerry’s ballet tradition, so In the Night was the 
first Robbins ballet we did this season. Then I wanted to immediately let our audi-
ence know about his Broadway tradition, so Fancy Free was the second work that 
we did. I think I was trying to work my way to West Side Story Suite and Dances 
at a Gathering. I thought that I could invest and show the Robbins Rights Trust 
that we were adept at doing these other works. I don’t think a company just gets 
to do Dances at a Gathering. You have to get there. Opus 19 was chosen more 
specifically for individual men in the company. I wanted to make sure we had the 

right men to do it at the time. I didn’t think that the women would be a problem 
in that. I liked it for James [Moore]. It was a good ballet for him. And what was 
nice was that Dylan [Wald] came along and he could do it too. When he first did 
Opus, he was probably twenty-one years old, but he was ready.

GV Dylan has such an unaffected port de bras in that ballet.

PB Yes, he does. In young dancers it’s always affected, so it’s odd to see such a 
young dancer with such purity in the arms. Usually, they get it in the feet at some 
point, but not always in the arms.

GV Which Robbins ballet would you like the company to do next?

PB I think Moves. We haven’t done that one and I find it intriguing. Going over 
timing with Jerry was informative. That came in everywhere. At the end of Opus, 
the willingness to not move for so long, until you finally move again. It was always 
longer than one’s instinct, because you want to keep moving for an audience, just 
like you want to keep talking in a conversation. You don’t really want a moment 
of silence that lasts for twelve seconds because it’s awkward. But Jerry wanted 
that, and he certainly wanted that in Moves. He wasn’t able to be there for all 
of the rehearsals, so we worked a little bit with Wilma Curley, who came in and 
staged the whole thing in a mini, with white pumps. Jerry was really quiet, and 
took a second seat to her. He’d chime in every now and then, but he really enjoyed 
watching her. She knew her stuff. It was a really valuable experience for an eigh-
teen year old. It also made you acutely attuned to the rest of your stage. You’ve 
never been as connected to your fellow cast members, because there isn’t that 
unifying connector of music, so you’re craning to hear them, and to see them, 
and to feel them, and to hear their breath. There were certain sounds — not too 
loud — that you were listening for, and it was a trigger that unleashed you once 
you heard that sound. Also, he wanted us to be attuned to the audience, and their 
level of discomfort, and their coughing. It sounds like an odd instruction, but if 
you notice, when an audience is coughing, they are less interested. You could 
hear random rustling, and then when somebody did something dramatic, all of the 
coughing would stop. So it’s not just that the audience needs to cough, it’s that 
their mind is wandering. That was valuable. Jerry’s ballets were well rehearsed.

GV Are there certain qualities that dancing in a Robbins ballet demands in a 
performer?

PB It’s the naturalness that is so hard to capture. It sounds odd, because you 
should be able to just walk on the stage in an unaffected manor, but dancers 
can’t. Even their facial expressions. Sometimes I tell them, “Do the minimum and 
it will be right,” and that is very hard for dancers, because they are trained to want 
to do more, and show more, and express more. But it’s the naturalness… and 
the very human interactions of how you look, and also when you look. He loved 
to play with being “off” of the obvious timing. My goal was to be a very shrewd 
imitator of him. To try to capture every nuance of what he was showing us. Ballet 
is so tribal. You learn by standing next to another body. And it doesn’t matter if 
it’s a body that’s in its sixties that hasn’t had a ballet class in thirty years. You’re 
still intuitive about hands and eyes and the tilt of the head. I just tried to catch 
him as best I could. 

GV And his corrections?

PB They were tricky. You had to learn how to take them. I witnessed a lot of 
dancers take the correction, but then go beyond, when he just wanted to push it 
slightly in a direction. The nuances were so subtle. He’d be angry if you took the 
correction and went too far. Then dancers would panic. But there was a middle 
spot. You had to try to zero in mentally on what he was aiming for, and figure out 
what would be the perfect amount for that moment. Once you cracked that, you 
sort of had Jerry’s sensibility. Nobody got it right the first time. I loved to watch him 
work with Kyra. There wasn’t much coaching. I think he was just enamored by how 
her instincts fit with what he was looking for. He made so many long and dramatic 
solos on her. Antique Epigraphs, of course “Spring” [in The Four Seasons] is 
probably the be-all and end-all, but there were so many. Even in ballets like Eight 
Lines — which is not done anymore — she had spectacular material in that ballet. 

GV What can you tell me about Eight Lines? There’s so little mention of it these 
days. It is certainly an underappreciated work, positioned as it is, in the shadow 
of Glass Pieces.

PB Yes. It would be interesting to see it. I was only in it. I never saw it from out 
front. I liked the ballet because I was fascinated by the contemporary, minimalist 
side of Jerry. 

GV It disappeared from the rep fairly quickly.

Pacific Northwest Ballet Artistic Director Peter Boal. Photo by Lindsay Thomas.
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PB I think we did it twice. I wonder how Jerry would feel about it coming back. 
He obviously didn’t bring it back in his lifetime. But I certainly liked dancing in 
it. My favorite part of it was probably Kyra’s solo. When Jerry worked with Kyra, 
there was an ease between artist and muse that just flowed in front of you. 
Looking at his ballets later in life, I’ve been struck by how perfectly musical they 
are. I think that great musicians are able to dance on the front of the note, and 
also to dance on the back of the note, and I think he had all of that. Kyra was the 
master of playing with that — to let the orchestra know that she was willing to go 
faster, and then to be pulled by the music as well. I felt that Jerry wanted that. You 
know, the Brown boy in Dances, the music literally drags him back into his past. 

GV Then came Quiet City.

PB Quiet City was an interesting process, because none of us knew Robert La 
Fosse. We knew who he was, but Damian [Woetzel] and I had never met him. 
We were in this rehearsal and then Robert La Fosse walked in and Jerry said to 
him, “Run and jump, and they’ll just press lift you.” We didn’t even get to meet 
him first, but we had him up in the air. For the three of us, the work that we did 
with Quiet City was kind of intimate and wonderful. 

GV How did the opening section of Glass Pieces — with the corps achieving the 
effect of midtown at rush hour — get created? Certainly on the spot, using the 
dancers in the room...

PB We were allowed to create the pattern for about thirty seconds, and then 
Jerry started to create it for us. He wanted the randomness, as he often did. He 
talked to us about being in Grand Central Terminal — which was great for me, 
since I grew up in Grand Central Terminal, commuting to Westchester. And he 
wanted the stage evenly covered with human bodies at all times. This can also 
be found in The Concert — in “Rain” — and also at the end of The Concert, when 
the people are left onstage doing jetés while the pianist chases them with a 
butterfly net. Even a little bit in Dances at a Gathering. It’s set where people are 
in the Epilogue, but the dancers are allowed to realize if they are all on the same 
foot, or if they need to move a little upstage to fill a void. He was always very 
eager to point out where we’d left a hole, or where three people were all going in 
the same direction at the same time. He was just massaging the paint so that it 
was the right distribution on the canvas, and making us aware of that. He always 
referred to the “mushle” in rehearsals: “Go into a mushle.” But a mushle wasn’t 
just random. It had to be beautifully spaced.

GV Any idea where that word comes from?

PB I don’t know. 

GV I looked it up once, thinking it might be a Yiddish word. But it’s not.

PB I guess he’s the only person who ever said it. During In Memory Of…, Jerry 
was creating the angels section with Jeff [Edwards], Michael [Puleo], and me, 
and the mood was not good. He was getting increasingly agitated. None of us 
could save him. The steps just weren’t coming, and he was getting testier and 
testier with us. Finally, he said, “Can you change that T-Shirt?” Jeff had a T-Shirt 
with Godzilla on it and Jerry couldn’t deal with Godzilla, so Jeff had to go out and 
put on another shirt. After that, everything was better.

GV Ever bring a dog into rehearsal? I’ve heard that sometimes that would help.

PB I didn’t have a dog, but a lot of people did, and when things would get bad, 
it was time to bring a dog into the room. Especially during the five minute breaks. 
Jerry would just turn to putty with a dog — instantly!

GV Have any Pacific Northwest Ballet dancers blossomed while dancing 
Robbins ballets this season?

PB Well, we have dancers like Noelani Pantastico, one of our veteran principals — 

GV  — who danced with Seth Orza in the PNB premiere of Other Dances…

PB Right. Even Isabelle [Guérin], who staged it, said that on day two, Noelani 
had it. I mean Isabelle had 7,000 corrections for her, but already, intuitively, she 
would just nod and… Isabelle would say, “It’s a pas de trios with the pianist, and 
you just walk over…” And then just the way Noelani would touch the piano, and 
the way she’d touch her skirt, her instincts were spot on. I think Seth really under-
stands Robbins. I don’t know if it’s from his years at New York City Ballet, but his 
Fancy Free is great, and his Concert is great. We have studio rehearsals, and 
it was nice for the company to put The Concert in front of a laughing audience.

GV One of Jerry’s happier ballets.

PB Jerry did a lot of happy works, but I was often in the depressing ones. It was 
a real part of who he was as an artist. There were parts of him that were tortured 
and tormented. And he was so brilliant at “happy.” I love a ballet like Interplay, 
and Fanfare, and Fancy Free, and The Four Seasons. They’re so uplifting. But I 
think he was a complete artist, and a complete human, and there were so many 
aspects of life he wanted to show. 

Jerome Robbins ballets at Pacific Northwest Ballet: The Cage (1984), Fanfare (1994), In the Night 
(2005), Fancy Free (2006), Circus Polka (2006), The Concert (2008), Dances at a Gathering (2009), 
West Side Story Suite (2009), Glass Pieces (2010), Afternoon of a Faun (2011), Opus 19/The 
Dreamer (2017), Other Dances (2018).

Jermel Johnson and Oksana Maslova in Jerome Robbins’ Glass Pieces at Pennsylvania Ballet, 2019. Photo by Alexander Iziliaev.
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Travel, for Jerome Robbins, meant many things: work, relaxation, exploration, 
and, sometimes, artistic inspiration. One such occasion occurred after Robbins 
visited the National Archaeological Museum in Naples, Italy, where he entered 
a room with an arrangement of life-size bronze female figures that were found at 
Herculaneum. Robbins was moved by the power of the figures with the enamel 
eyes. Describing his initial encounter with them, Robbins said, “It was like walking 
into the center of a dance by Martha Graham.” Later, when he began creating 
a new ballet, Robbins was haunted by the recollection of the statues he had 
viewed in Naples. 

From his travels came 
an idea of stillness . . .

Water carrier statues from the Villa of Papyri in Herculaneum. National Archaeological Museum, Naples, Italy. Photo by Martin Bache/Alamy.

 The ballet, Antique Epigraphs, premiered at New York City Ballet in 1984. 
It is set to music by Claude Debussy (1862–1918): Six Epigraphes Antiques 
and the flute solo, “Syrinx.” Robbins had used the same two pieces of Debussy 
music, in reverse order, for a very different ballet, Ballade in 1952. The imagery 
in Antique Epigraphs (with costumes by Florence Klotz and lighting by Jennifer 
Tipton) was inspired by Robbins’ recollection of a time past — an apt creative 
gesture for a choreographic study of stillness and community alluding to the 
sculptural forms of antiquity.
 While the seventh section of Antique Epigraphs is danced to “Syrinx” (1912), 
a melody for unaccompanied flute, the first six sections of the ballet are set 
to an orchestrated version of Six Epigraphes Antiques (1915). The music was 
written as accompaniment for the poetry of Pierre Louÿs (1870–1925). His Les 
Chansons de Bilitis (1894) were supposed translations of newly discovered 
autobiographical poetry of Sappho that were actually written just before the turn 
of the century.
 Here are the texts by Pierre Louÿs [with English translations by Alvah C. 
Bessie (©1926)] that inspired Debussy’s Six Epigraphes Antiques.
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1. 
Pour invoquer Pan, dieu du vent d’été

Il faut chanter un chant pastoral, invoquer Pan, 
dieu du vent d’été. Je garde mon troupeau  
et Sélénis le sien, à l’ombre ronde d’un olivier 
qui tremble. 
 Sélénis est couchée sur le pré. Elle se lève 
et court, ou cherche des cigales, ou cueille  
des fleurs avec des herbes, ou lave son visage 
dans l’eau fraîche du ruisseau. 
 Moi, j’arrache la laine au dos blond des 
moutons pour en garnir ma quenouille, et  
je file. Les heures sont lentes. Un aigle passe 
dans le ciel. 
 L’ombre tourne: changeons de place la 
corbeille de figues et la jarre de lait. Il faut 
chanter un chant pastoral, invoquer Pan, dieu 
du vent d’été. 

1. 
To invoke Pan, god of the summer wind

One must sing a pastoral song to invoke  
Pan, god of the summer wind. I watch  
my flock, and Sélénis watches hers, in the 
round shade of a shuddering olive tree. 
 Sélénis is lying on the meadow. She  
rises and runs, or hunts grasshoppers,  
picks flowers and grasses, or bathes her  
face in the brooklet’s cooling stream. 
 I pluck the wool from the bright backs  
of my sheep to supply my distaff, and  
I spin. The hours are slow. An eagle sails  
the sky. 
 The shadow moves; let us move the  
basket of flowers and the crock of  
milk. One must sing a pastoral song to  
invoke Pan, god of the summer wind.

2. 
Pour un tombeau sans nom

Mnasidika m’ayant prise par la main me mena 
hors des portes de la ville, jusqu’à un petit 
champ inculte où il y avait une stèle de marbre. 
Et elle me dit : « Celle-ci fut l’amie de ma  
mère. » 
 Alors je sentis un grand frisson, et sans 
cesser de lui tenir la main, je me penchai sur 
son épaule, afin de lire les quatre vers entre  
la coupe creuse et le serpent: 
 « Ce n’est pas la mort qui m’a enlevée,  
mais les Nymphes des fontaines. Je repose  
ici sous une terre légère avec la chevelure 
coupée de Xanthô. Qu’elle seule me pleure.  
Je ne dis pas mon nom. » 
 Longtemps nous sommes restées debout, 
et nous n’avons pas versé la libation. Car 
comment appeler une âme inconnue d’entre 
les foules de l’Hadès? 

2. 
The Nameless Tomb

Mnasidika then took me by the hand, and  
led me through the portals of the town  
to a little barren field where a marble shaft  
was standing. She said to me: “This was  
my mother’s mistress.” 
 I felt a sudden tremor, and, clinging  
to her hand, leaned on her shoulder,  
to read the four verses between the serpent 
and the broken bowl: 
 “Death did not carry me away, but the 
Nymphs of the river. I rest here beneath the 
light earth with the shorn ringlets of my  
Xanthô. Let her alone weep for me. I shall  
not say name.” 
 We stood there long and did not pour 
libation. How can one call upon an unknown 
soul from out of the rushing hordes of souls  
in Hades?

3.
Chanson

« La nuit est si profonde qu’elle entre dans mes 
yeux. — Tu ne verras pas le chemin. Tu te 
perdras dans la forêt.
 — Le bruit des chutes d’eau remplit mes 
Oreilles. — Tu n’entendrais pas la voix de ton 
amant, meme s’il était à vignt pas.
 — L’odeur des fleurs est si forte que je 
défaille et vais tomber. — Tu ne le sentirais pas 
s’il croisait ton passage.
 — Ah! il est bien loin d’ici, de l’autre côté de 
la montagne; mais je le vois et je l’entends et  
je le sens comme s’il me touchait. »

3.
Song

 “The night is so profound that it penetrates my 
eyes.  — Thou seest not the road. Thou wilt lose 
thyself in the forest.
 “The noise of falling waters fills my 
ears. — Thou wouldst not hear the voice of thy 
lover though he were not twenty steps away. 
 “The perfume of the flowers is so powerful 
that I grow faint and I shall fall.  — Thou wouldst 
not know even if he crossed thy path.
 “Ah! he is very far from here, on the other 
side of the mountain; but I see him and I hear 
him and I feel him as though he touched me.”

4.
La Danseuse aux crotales

Tu attaches à tes mains légères tes crotales 
retentissants, Myrrhinidion ma chérie,  
et à peine nue hors de la robe, tu étires  
tes membres nerveux. Que tu es jolie, les  
bras en l’air, les reins arqués et les seins 
rouges! 
 Tu commences: tes pieds l’un devant l’autre 
se posent, hésitent, et glissent mollement.  
Ton corps se plie comme une écharpe, tu 
caresses ta peau qui frissonne, et la volupté 
inonde tes longs yeux évanouis. 
 Tout à coup, tu claques des crotales! 
Cambre-toi sur tes pieds dressés, secoue les 
reins, lance les jambes et que tes mains 
pleines de fracas appellent tous les désirs en 
bande autour de ton corps tournoyant! 
 Nous applaudissons à grands cris, soit  
que, souriant sur l’épaule, tu agites d’un 
frémissement ta croupe convulsive et musclée, 
soit que tu ondules presque étendue, au 
rythme de tes souvenirs.

4.
Dancer with Castanets

You tie your sounding crotals to your airy 
hands, Myrrhinidion my dear, and no sooner 
have you taken off your dress, than you stretch 
your tensing limbs. How pretty you are with 
arms flung in the air, arched flanks and rouge-
red breasts!
 You begin: your feet step one before the 
other, daintily hesitate, and softly slide. With 
body waving like a scarf, you caress your 
trembling skin and desire bathes your long  
and fainting eyes. 
 Suddenly you clap your castanets! Arch 
yourself on tip-toe, shake your flanks, fling  
your legs, and may your crashing hands call  
all the lusts in hordes about your fiercely 
twisting body.
 Let us applaud wildly, whether, smiling over 
your shoulder, you twitch your convulsed and 
strongly muscled croup, or undulate, almost 
stretched abroad, to the rhythm of your ardent 
memories.

5.
Les Courtisanes égyptiennes

Je suis allée avec Plango chez les courtisanes 
égyptiennes, tout en haut de la vielle ville.  
Elles ont des amphores de terre, des plateaux 
de cuivre et des nattes jaunes où elles 
s’accroupissent sans effort. 
 Leurs chambres sont silencieuses, sans 
angles et sans encoignures, tant les couches 
successives de chaux bleue ont émoussé les 
chapiteaux et arrondi le pied des murs. 
 Elles se tiennent immobiles, les mains 
posées sur les genoux. Quand elles offrent la 
bouillie, elles murmurent: “Bonheur.” Et quand 
on les remercie, elles disent: “Grâce à toi.” 
 Elles comprennent le hellène et feignent de 
le parler mal pour se rire de nous dans leur 
langue; mais nous, dent pour dent, nous 
parlons lydien et elles s’inquiètent tout à coup. 

5.
Egyptian Courtesans

I went with Plango to the Egyptian courtesans, 
far above the old city. They have amphoras  
of earth and copper salvers, and yellow  
mats on which they may squat without an  
effort.
 Their rooms are silent, without angles or 
corners, so greatly have successive coats of 
blue whitewash softened the capitals and 
rounded off the bottoms of the walls.
 They sit unmoving, hands upon their knees. 
When they offer porridge they murmur: 
“Happiness.” And when one thanks them  
they say, “Thanks to you.”
 They understand Hellenic, but feign to 
speak it poorly so that they may laugh at us in 
their own tongue; but we, tooth for tooth,  
speak Lydian and they suddenly grow restless.

6.
La pluie au matin

La nuit s’éfface. Les étoiles s’éloignent. 
Voici que les dernières courtisanes 
sont rentrées avec les amants. 
Et moi, dans la pluie du matin, 
j’écris ces vers sur le sable. 

Les feuilles sont chargées d’eau brillante. 
Des ruisseaux à travers les sentiers 
entraînent la terre et les feuilles mortes. 
La pluie, goutte à goutte, 
fait des trous dans ma chanson. 

Oh! que je suis triste et seule ici! 
Les plus jeunes ne me regardent pas; 
les plus âgés m’ont oublieé. 
C’est bien. Ils apprendront mes vers, 
et les enfants de leurs enfants. 

Voilà ce que ni Myrtalê, ni Thaïs, 
ni Glykére ne se diront, 
le jour où leurs belles joues seront creuses. 
Ceux qui aimeront après moi 
chanteront mes strophes ensemble.

6.
Morning Rain

The night is fading. The stars are far away. 
Now the very latest courtesans 
have all gone homewards with their paramours. 
And I, in the morning rain, 
write these verses in the sand.

The leaves are loaded down with shining water. 
The little streams that run across the roads 
carry earth and trains of dead leaves. 
The rain, drop by drop, 
makes holes in my song.

Ah, how sad and lonely I am here! 
The youngest do not look at me at all; 
the oldest all have quite forgotten me. 
 ’Tis well. They will learn my verses,  
and the children of their children…

Here is something neither Myrtale, 
nor Thaïs, nor Glykera will say, 
the day their lovely cheeks grow sagged with age. 
Those who will love when I am gone, 
will sing my songs together, in the dark.





New York City Ballet dancers in Jerome Robbins’ Antique Epigraphs. Photo by Costas.
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 “She’s a nice girl  
who doesn’t mind…”  
by Gregory Victor

In April 2019, Dance magazine featured an Op-Ed piece that posed the question, “Is It Time to Retire 
Fancy Free?” The following article was written months before, in anticipation of such concern.

The three ballerinas in Fancy Free — Jerome Robbins’ smash hit debut ballet 
from 1944 — never have to put on point shoes. They all wear heels. Character 
shoes, actually. And these are women of definite character. They do not portray 
ethereal sylphs, dependent on the support of a male partner. Their characters are 
independent, young, New York City women, out late on a warm summer evening 
in Times Square in 1944. They are more than up to the task of fending off any 
unwanted advances from a trio of drinking sailors, out on 24-hour shore leave in 
the big city in the midst of World War II. 
 The first of these women has lately caused some audiences to raise con-
cerns regarding the action surrounding her situation. She is the woman in the 
yellow skirt, with the red purse. The second woman dances a pas de deux with 
the sailor willing to reveal his softer side, and the third woman is but a fleeting 
vision. But it is the woman with that red purse who has become the centerpiece 
of occasional objection these days.
 Jerome Robbins, whose theatrical instinct was impeccable, gave her a red 
purse. Not a blue, white, tan, or even straw purse. Oh, no, it is red. Making it 
easier for the audience in the five rings of the old Metropolitan Opera House to 
keep track of her, of course. Like a matador’s cape coercing a bull, the purse 
has an effect on the sailors, who grab our attention as they grab her purse and 
toss it between them. But accepting the “boys will be boys” attitude during the 
time of the #MeToo movement is no longer viable. What was choreographed 
as a playful depiction of the children’s game, “keep away” or “monkey in the 
middle,” is subject to greater scrutiny today, when certain previously overlooked 
playground games can be viewed as outright bullying. Audiences are right to view 
the behavior in Fancy Free closely, for it is full of keen observation, full of humor, 
and full of unending choreographic invention. Because of Robbins’ tendency to 
reveal and stage the imperfections of human behavior on the ballet stage, it is also 
best judged in context. We must ask ourselves what Robbins intentions were, 
and for what purpose. Then, we can see the ballet for what it was, in addition to 
what it is.
 We must beware of the tendency toward presentism — the anachronistic use 
of present-day perspectives while viewing art from the past. The tendency toward 
presentism might be increasing as the result of old performances being available 
for viewing on the internet — that great leveler of any context whatsoever that has 
led to the death of distance in time and space. Instead, let us benefit from our 
time and place, and our ability to view a ballet as something of an archaeological 
artifact. Let’s dig deeper and agree that viewing the unaltered choreography 
of a Jerome Robbins ballet is the only way to have actually seen that ballet as 
intended, and that seeing a ballet as intended is the only version worth seeing.
 For context with Fancy Free, it is possible to consult the historic record. 
Jerome Robbins wrote a scenario while conceiving Fancy Free for Ballet Theatre. 
This description of the characters, movement, and mood was created as an aid 
for Robbins himself and also as a guide for Leonard Bernstein as he composed 
the score. The scenario opens with: 

Three sailors explode onto the stage. They are out on shore leave, looking 
for excitement, women, drink, any kind of fun they can stir up. Right now 
they are fresh, full of animal exuberance and boisterous spirits, searching 
for something to do, something to happen. Meanwhile they dance down 
the street with typical sailor movements — the brassy walk, the inoffensive 
vulgarity, the quality of being all steamed up and ready to go. They boldly 
strut, swagger and kid each other along.

 When the woman with the red purse enters, Robbins wrote in the scenario:

She’s a nice girl who doesn’t mind the horseplay about to happen. In fact, 
she knows it’s coming the minute she sees them and anticipates the fun 
of it. Her quality and movements should be in the style of the music. There 
should be a suppleness and a sexuality in her walk and dancing. She has to 
cross the stage in front of the sailors. They are motionless except for their 
heads, which follow her closely, their eyes sizing her up, their mouths still 
chewing. As she passes them, all three impudently tip their hats. She goes 
on smiling but ignoring them. Then they really get into action, an ‘Aha, a 
female — here we go’ routine. They spruce themselves up. They pick up her 
walk and rhythms and try to insinuate themselves with her. They tease and 
heckle her, trying to get her to break down. They attempt various approaches 
and techniques, the ‘Hi, sister,’ etc. They snatch her bag and toss it from one 
to the other. She pretends to be angry with them, and annoyed, but both she 
and they know she isn’t. She actually enjoys the attention very much, and 
with subtlety leads them a merry chase.

 Clearly, when the sailors toss the brunette’s purse around, it is not meant as 
a threat, or even intentional harassment. It is Robbins showing the unsuccessful 
attempt by the enthusiastic sailors to ingratiate themselves with her. It proves 
ineffective. In the end, she retrieves her purse, and the power in the relationship. 
If the pursuit is to continue (which it does), it will be on her terms. In that moment 
of tension, locking eyes with the sailor, the woman frees her wrist from his grip, 
deliberately returns her purse to her shoulder, and strides off, in total control. In 
the end, the woman with the red purse stood her ground. She may have been 
acted upon, but she reacted with equal force. 
 Describing the dance between one of the sailors and the second woman to 
enter the scene, Robbins wrote: 

This pas de deux should be different in timbre than the preceding section. 
The dance has more depth to it. There is more open attraction between 
them, there being only two of them. There are moments of casualness mixed 
with sudden moments of heat and intensity. On the surface, their flirtation is 
carried on in nice terms, but there is a sure feeling of lust underneath. The 
boy is very happy to have a girl all to himself — a piece of good luck — and the 
girl is quite content with him. He makes no rude or vulgar movements, and 
she is drawn to him.

 Robbins created contrasting characters. Just as the three sailors each 
have different personalities (one a show-off, another is shy and sweet-tempered, 
another is streetwise and intense), so do the women. And not just their being a 
brunette, a redhead and a blonde. Look a little more closely and you will see a 
similarity as well — none of them are timid creatures. Sailors may come and go on 
temporary shore leave, but this is their territory. When the first two women meet, 
Robbins described them: 

The two girls know each other and go downstage for a huddle full of giggles 
and mischievousness. They realize that they have the advantage because 
there are only two of them to three men — that if they play their cards right 
they can rule the evening…The girls encourage this rivalry by playing one 
against the other and by playing with all three.

 As for the third woman — the fleeting vision — Robbins had this to say: 

The Blonde enters from the left. She is very much like the Brunette in move-
ment and shrewdness. The sailors stand motionless, their heads following 
her, their eyes sizing her up. She crosses the stage and just as she gets past 
them there is a general sudden movement of ‘Let’s get into action,’ swiftly 
cut and held by a movement of ‘Hey, wait a minute — remember what just 
happened.’ They look at each other and relax. They watch her go offstage.

 When we view Fancy Free, we are aware of its era — the 1940s — but its suc-
cess as a theatrical ballet means that we also see Robbins’ creation as timeless. 
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Given the depth and breadth of Jerome Robbins’ creative output (sixty-six ballets, 
fifteen Broadway musicals, and the classic film West Side Story), his name is 
bound to come up as subsequent generations of audiences grapple with portray-
als of characters from previous eras. The evolution of the audience’s expectations 
regarding the portrayal of “the other” onstage is a fruitful and ongoing event. 
Without extensive investigation, there might be several potentially objectionable 
(depending on the viewer) moments in Robbins-related works that come to mind:

• the woman with the red purse in the ballet Fancy Free (1944)
• the male-killing tribe of female insects in the ballet The Cage (1951), once 

seen as misogyny, now perhaps seen differently
• the unsolicited kiss the boy gives the girl in the ballet Afternoon of a Faun 

(1953)
• the momentary portrayal of the Chinese in a comedic gesture by the per-

cussion trio in the ballet Fanfare (1953)
• the song “Ugg-A-Wugg” in Peter Pan (1954), appropriating Native American 

culture 
• the assumption that it is the mice who need to be killed by military soldiers, 

and not the other way around, in the ballet The Nutcracker (1954)
• the husband fantasizing about stabbing his wife in the ballet The Concert 

(1956)
• that same husband, deep in fantasy, grabbing at, and actually pinching the 

rear, of the ballerina in The Concert 
• the stereotypical portrayal of Puerto Ricans, and their lack of pride in their 

native land, in West Side Story (1957)
• the scene in the drugstore, when the simulated rape of Anita happens, in 

the musical West Side Story
• the rooftop violence (and toss off the roof of a young woman) in the ballet 

N.Y. Export: Opus Jazz (1958)
• the subjugation of the woman in the third couple in the ballet In the Night 

(1970) 
• the Ringmaster giving young dance students direction with a whip in the 

ballet Circus Polka (1972)

 As is evident by creating this list, almost anything might offend someone, 
somewhere. Instead of shying away from conflict onstage, we must recognize 
that any artist using the stage as a mirror is bound to create a few questionable 
lasting impressions, especially Jerome Robbins. Often his ballets or musicals 
showed a world in need of — if not always ready for — change. He was not afraid 
of taking on themes that might make audiences uncomfortable. Indeed, even 
among his earliest attempts at choreography, at the Tamiment Playhouse summer 
resort, in the Pocono Mountains of Pennsylvania, he pushed the envelope. It was 
there, as a fledgling choreographer in the late 1930s that he performed a dance 
about a lynching, set to “Strange Fruit,” Billie Holiday’s recording of the Lewis 
Allen song. From that point on, Robbins developed a broad repertoire of works, 
all very specific in their focus. Robbins once said, “Dance is about relationships.” 
Using this philosophy as a foundation, he instilled his ballets with observations 
about human behavior and emotions that were not always sympathetic, but that 
had universal resonance.
 When he created Fancy Free, Robbins pushed the envelope in more ways 
than just subject matter. He offered something new in American ballet: a blend 
of classical ballet and social dance idioms. He used this cross-pollination to 
create an emotionally arresting portrait of young people, with up-to-the-minute 
attitudes. Fancy Free had instant appeal in 1944. Robbins and Bernstein cap-
tured the sound and feel of that particular moment in a way that still resonates 
today. It stood apart in 1944. Robbins was not interested in the nostalgia of 
America, only the reality. Audiences leaving the Metropolitan Opera House were 
confronted with a city where real sailors on shore leave really were looking to 
drink beer, chew gum, meet real New York women, and maybe get their clean, 
white uniforms a little dirty before they headed back to war. Robbins knew how 
to capture both the bittersweet fear and the hopeful spirit of the time. He con-
tinued to capture and distill the essence of his time in works throughout his 
lifetime. Because of this uncanny ability, Robbins’ works must be viewed in the 
context of their time and place. In doing so, it is possible to see that the rela-
tionships revealed onstage in Fancy Free were fully human and refreshingly  
democratic. 
 Fancy Free immediately became the basis for Robbins’ first Broadway musi-
cal, On the Town, another collaboration with composer Leonard Bernstein. It also 
opened in 1944. The three featured women in On the Town, extensions of the 
three females in Fancy Free, were dynamic portrayals of three distinct women, 
and, culturally speaking, have aged rather well. Hildy Esterhazy, the lady cab 
driver hoping to bring a sailor to her place is as modern a woman as you can 

get. So is the passionate, lady anthropologist, Claire DeLoone. Rounding out the 
trio is Miss Turnstiles, recognizably based on New York City’s “Miss Subways” 
contestants of the time.
 Musical numbers from On the Town, Robbins’ first musical, are featured 
in Jerome Robbins’ Broadway, his last musical (1989). The retrospective of 
Robbins’ Broadway career was produced last summer at the St. Louis Municipal 
Opera Theatre, affectionately known as ‘The Muny’ by theater folk and audiences 
since it was founded in 1919. It is an amphitheater that seats approximately 
11,000. Last summer, The Muny was the site of a protest against its revival of 
Jerome Robbins’ Broadway. In the musical, there appears a ballet from The 
King and I, created in 1951. In the number, “The Small House of Uncle Thomas,” 
the enslaved wives of the reigning King of Siam (of 1860s Bangkok) present a 
dance spectacle that retells the story of “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” from a perspective 
that makes clear the resemblance of their situation to that of black slaves in the 
American South.
 A group of fifteen nonprofit theater professionals visiting St. Louis for a 
conference during the time of the revival took offense at what they called the 
cultural insensitivity of hiring a non-Asian actor to perform the role of Tuptim, 
the slave-wife who narrates the ballet. When they encountered what they called 
“yellowface” (the term refers to white actors in Asian roles; makeup may or may 
not be used) casting, the group took action. They rose from their seats in the 
audience, shouting “No yellowface!” and booing, intending to disrupt the per-
formance. They were escorted out by security. Not all theater takes place on a 
stage. In the Wall Street Journal, critic Terry Teachout (who was in the audience 
that summer night) wrote that “to disrupt a public performance of a work of art 
for any reason whatsoever is an act of de facto censorship, one not far removed 
from mob rule. That is a principle behind which all artists, regardless of their 
political views, should stand firmly and proudly.”

Damian Woetzel, Seth Orza, Joaquin De Luz, and Amanda Edge in Jerome Robbins’ Fancy Free  
at New York City Ballet, 2006. Photo by Kyle Froman.
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Dara and Emily Altman presenting the Floria V. Lasky Award. Gina Gibney accepts the Floria V. Lasky Award.

 Jerome Robbins Broadway is a particularly difficult show to cast, given its 
need for featured performers to appear as several different characters throughout 
the evening. Bravo to the Muny Theatre for staying true to the original staging 
of Jerome Robbins’ Broadway, in this case recreated by Cynthia Onrubia (who 
assisted Jerome Robbins in the Broadway production and, incidentally, Asian-
American herself). It should be noted that the actress in question played four 
different roles in addition to the role of Tuptim, and that the roles of Eliza and 
Angel George in the King and I number were both played by actresses of Asian 
descent. The Muny’s official response read in part, “We will continue to welcome 
the lessons and the feedback that result from moments like this and apply them in 
a meaningful way as we move forward.” A recent production of the musical at the 
Theatre Under the Stars in Houston, Texas was warmly received, without incident.
 Jerome Robbins was at the forefront of non-traditional casting. The cast of 
On the Town included six black performers who challenged racial stereotypes 
present on Broadway in 1944. In the dances he staged, Robbins did not segre-
gate performers by race, but rather choreographed an integrated citizenry of his 
Times Square. Sailors, black and white, danced side by side, and when couples 
danced together they were often of mixed race. The musical also featured Sono 
Osato, an American-born performer of Japanese descent, as Miss Turnstiles. On 
the Town used the stage to imagine an alternative to the racial complexities of 
its time, even if it disturbed some audience members. If the theater is a tool that 
compels a greater cultural discourse, then theaters must be allowed to present 
plays whose themes, stories or conflicts are perceived to be uncomfortable for 
contemporary audiences. Good theater has a long history of persuasiveness. Let 
that continue. How else may we have meaningful conversation at intermission, 
after a performance, or later online, if we rob the theater of its right to disturb?
 No doubt, there will continue to be challenges presenting Jerome Robbins’ 
works in the future. It is possible that the upcoming remake of the film West 
Side Story, to be directed by Steven Spielberg, might face resistance from 
some groups, given the stage musical’s 1957 take on Puerto Rican immigrants. 
Despite minor tinkering to the lyrics over the years, the characterizations — seen 
as stereotypically spicy, fiery Latinas and threatening, switchblade-wielding 
gang members — remain problematic for some. The remake’s screenwriter, Tony 
Kushner, has already stated that his version of West Side Story will strive for 
“authenticity.” If only the goal of authenticity were enough. Certainly, authenticity 
was important to Jerome Robbins as he researched the world of Puerto Rican 
youths in Manhattan in 1957. In a letter to his good friend, ballerina Tanaquil Le 
Clerq, written in February 1957, he steeped himself in the world of the musical 
before directing and choreographing it, writing:

[At] night I went up to the Puerto Rican Harlem section to watch a dance 
given at a school. It was absolutely like going into a foreign country. I got 
into a long conversation with a 19 year old Puerto Rican boy who used to 
be a member of one of the most notorious gangs in the section. Great back-
ground material for my show. The dancers themselves were from age 13 to 
19. They do dances that I’ve never seen before anywhere, evolving their own 
style and approach. In one dance, after starting with your partner for about 
2 bars, you leave and separate and never touch or make any contact again 
for the whole rest of the dance. When you look at the floor each person 
seems to be having a ball of their own but I’m told that the partners knew 
damn well who they’re dancing with. All the boys wore their overcoats and 
this is because if a fight breaks out they’re well padded. There’s a huge sign 
which says NO GRINDING. This refers to slow pelvic movements pushed 
against each other. The whole section is really wonderful and some day I’ll 
take you up there if you’d like to see it.”

 Take us all up there, he did, indeed, through his “Dance at the Gym” in West 
Side Story. Jerome Robbins’ works, often based on observation of the world in which 
he lived, deserve to be seen in their entirety, as he created them. Although the 
desire to reinvent may not be stoppable in the future, by simply viewing his works, 
we are reminded of just how little reinvention they really need. Fancy Free, The 
Concert, The King and I, West Side Story, and so many others — works that were 
created by an artist born over one hundred years ago — still have much to teach us. 
 Let us avoid taking shortsighted actions that might land us in a modern 
Victorian Era (or in a similar age of increased censorship). Let the ballets we 
patronize receive more respect than the plaster cast of Michelangelo’s “David” 
that was given to Queen Victoria by the Grand Duke of Tuscany in 1857. The 
Queen was quite scandalized by the nudity of the plaster David, so those in 
charge of the Victoria & Albert Museum, where it was displayed, kept a propor-
tionally accurate plaster fig leaf ready at all times, in case the Queen visited. 
Today, that fig leaf is on display as well, but it is not hanging on the hooks attached 
to the plaster David. Instead, it is on display nearby. It is its own cultural artifact 
and speaks to us about the Victoria Era itself. Let future generations study the 
works of art of our past for themselves, rather than our actions upon them. When 
we view works from the past that disturb us in some way, let the arrow of time 
that we ride — our current awareness, while understanding past context — remind 
us that we are intrinsically surpassing that onstage disturbance. 

Gregory Victor is Editor-in-Chief of Jerome Robbins: News from the Jerome Robbins Foundation.

On April 26, 2019, the Jerome Robbins Foundation presented the Floria V. 
Lasky Award to Gina Gibney in recognition of her invaluable contributions  
to the cultural life of New York City. The Floria V. Lasky Award is given  
in memory of a deeply respected and honored entertainment attorney who  
was a devoted champion of freedom, equality and the arts. Gina Gibney  
is a choreographer, director, teacher, and entrepreneur. She founded  
Gibney Dance in 1991 as a performing and social action dance company,  
and today the organization has rapidly emerged as a cultural leader that  
operates through three fields of action: Company, Community and Center. 

Gina Gibney is  
presented with the
Floria V. Lasky Award 
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Brett Thiele as Riff (center) in West Side Story at the Lyric Opera of Chicago, 2019. Photos by Todd Rosenberg.

The cast of Houston’s Theatre Under the Stars production of Jerome Robbins’ Broadway, 2019.  
Photo by Melissa Taylor.

Akina Kitazawa as Eliza and Minami Yusui as Angel in Houston’s Theatre Under the Stars production of  
Jerome Robbins’ Broadway, 2019. Photo by Melissa Taylor.
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 Ostovani/Bach
by Farhad Ostovani

Farhad Ostovani was born in northern Iran near the Caspian Sea. He lived in 
Tehran until the age of twenty-two, when he moved to the West, first to study 
and then to work. He started drawing and painting at the age of twelve, going 
twice a week to a private class in Tehran, where he began by copying European 
masters. He left the private class after graduating from high school and entered 
the Department of Fine Arts in Tehran University. Four years later, he matricu-
lated at the École Supérieure des Beaux-Arts in Paris. He has traveled widely in 
the Middle East, and lived in Egypt, the United States, and in Italy for extended 
periods. In 1986, he settled permanently in Paris, where he currently maintains 
his atelier.
 In Paris, he has exhibited in a number of prominent galleries. He has also 
had exhibits in Rembrandt House Museum in Amsterdam, Jenisch Museum in 
Switzerland, Morat Institute for Art and Art Research in Germany, Wolfsoniana 
Museum in Italy, and Chateau de Tours in France. Over a period of fifteen years, 
he created a large series based on Bach’s Goldberg Variations. In 2008, he 
began a series of works on Bach’s Cello Suites while a fellow at the Liguria 
Study Center of the Bogliasco Foundation, and he returned there in 2013 to 
complete work on Cello Suite No. 1. Most recently, he has undertaken a major 
series inspired by a statue of Bacchus in a garden outside Genoa. The works in 
this series have been collected in a volume, Bacco di Nervi, published this year.
 Ostovani has published a number of essays and memoirs, including The 
Garden of Aliof and Other Writings (2018) and What Silence Says (Ce que dit 
le silence), 2019.

 And then there was one of the last movies of Ingmar Bergman. I have forgot-
ten its title, and I hardly understood the film itself. It was in black and white, and 
it took place on an island. Like most of his films, there was a lot of conversation, 
a lot of talk about existential problems. A lot of things not said. I could feel that it 
was a great movie, although Northern relationships and culture are very far from 
my Iranian culture. The scene I remember best was a conversation about God: 
does God exist, or does he not exist? A big subject for an eighteen-year-old 
boy confused, but completely fascinated, by the movie, taking it in like someone 
hungry for food, hungry to know, hungry to learn.
 Yes, the subject was a conversation about the existence of God, or better 
to say, about the non-existence of God. At the end of the conversation, there is a 
silence. And then, suddenly, the door to the empty room opens, very slowly, and 
just slightly, a few inches, and a spider walks into the room through this slightly 
opened door. The conversation about the existence or the non-existence of God 
has ended. The door opens and the spider walks into the room to the beginning 
of the fourth movement of the Second Bach Cello Suite, the Sarabande.
 And I say to myself: yes, no, yes, no, God does not exist, God does exist. Is 
God a spider? Or does the spider signify the existence of God? Confused, lost 
in my mind, in my thoughts, my beliefs, I leave the movie theater. But two things 
stay with me forcefully: the empty room with its slowly opening door…and the 
music.
 I was with my sister, my friend, Yeganeh, and Shahrokh Meskoob. That night, 
after the film, we went to Shahrokh’s house, and we listened to the complete six 
suites for violoncello by Bach.
 I have carried this music in me, with all the images related to it, with all the 
images I related to it, for years and years. This is music I listen to alone, with 
a lot of respect, not at all music for a background to some other pursuit. And I 
always listen with a sense of hearing something existential, something about the 
existence or non-existence of God. Or simply about existence itself.
 I have listened to this music for years with a lot of questions in my mind. Is 
it because the first time I heard it, it was accompanied by that image and those 
questions — the image of the spider and the matter of the existence of God? All 
those feelings, fear, heaviness, have changed, not suddenly, but little by little 
with time. Although the beginning of the fourth movement of the Second Suite 
immediately brings back all the memories, but not like before. Images fade with 
time. They fade, and sometimes they come back suddenly, sometimes strongly 

On Cello Suite N°1

The first time I ever heard the Cello Suites of Bach, they were accompanied by 
images. This is maybe one of the reasons the experience has stayed so strongly 
in me, in my mind, in my memory.
 The first piece I heard was the beginning of the fourth movement of the 
Second Suite — the Sarabande — played by whom I do not know.
 I was eighteen years old, in the first year of the School of Fine Arts at the 
University of Tehran. I was a semi-member of the Cinematheque of Tehran, where 
we could see the latest movies coming from the West, from Europe, from Japan 
(Kurosawa), from Italy (Fellini, Visconti, Pasolini), and of course from Sweden. 
Bergman was very fashionable in those years among Tehran’s intellectuals. Like 
so many other things at that time in Tehran, the Cinematheque was only for the 
elite. It was mostly just for members, for people who had been invited to join. 
Rather like a club, and not a club for everyone. It was not a place where one 
could buy a ticket and just walk in. The Cinematheque was only for “cinema 
intellectuals,” people interested also in the then-fashionable auteur theory of the 
movies. It was there that you could see the VIPs of my world: painters, writers, 
poets, film directors, university professors, television people…and a very few 
young students interested in art. 
 Students like me. 
 I was privileged. It was because of my teachers at the university that I was 
able to get tickets to the Cinematheque. Almost every new movie would come 
immediately to the Cinematheque, which also showed films that were censored 
for a larger audience, either for political or sexual reasons. This was the time 
between 1969 and 1974, a period when I saw almost every movie that came from 
the West. I remember in 1969, when I was taking courses in art at the university 
with Behjat Sadr, she asked some of us students if we had seen The Damned, by 
Visconti. I had seen it and pretty much understood nothing. Sadr talked about the 
film for an hour, mostly about its politics and its aesthetics. I went back to see the 
film again. It was not the same. This time I left the theater enchanted, fascinated, 
filled with a very rich feeling. I was struck not only by its political meaning, but I 
also looked very carefully at the art of the film, the colors, the actors’ movements, 
the lighting, and the acting. That was my first experience in looking at a movie 
differently, watching it as a precious piece of art, my first experience of how to 
look at a movie. I may seem to be moving far from my subject, but as I said, my 
first experience with Bach’s suites for violoncello took place at the same time as 
I was learning to look at movies as a visual form of art. 
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Farhad Ostovani, Study for Suite No. 1, 2013 (watercolor; drawing, lithography, and collage on hand-made paper, 25.5 x 65.5 cm).

but shortly, sometimes mildly like a leaf in the air, brought by a gentle wind.
 The matter of this music came back to me again after — perhaps because 
of — my meeting Jerome Robbins. We never talked about this music. We might 
have, but even then I had a sort of fear of, or at least reserve about, talking to, or 
asking Jerry about it. It was on one of his last visits to Paris that he told me he 
was going to Venice for a couple of weeks to work. Going to Venice to work on 
a show? No, he explained to me, going there to work on a piece for Baryshnikov 
to dance, based on Bach’s cello suites.
 It is something I regret now, but I have never had the curiosity of a journalist. 
I did not ask him to tell me more, maybe out of respect for him, or because I was 
timid, or because I wanted to be discreet. Whatever the reason, I did not ask him 
more.
 The work was completed, and I saw it not long afterwards, perhaps a year 
later. I do not remember where. It must have been Paris. I was shocked by what 
I saw. It was not at all what I expected. Only one dancer, Baryshnikov, in red — a 
kind of banal red costume, not even a refined red. Just Baryshnikov dancing. 
And he danced it beautifully. Suddenly all that I imagined was not there. There 
was only simplicity and dance and lightness. Somehow it was like the final aria 
of Robbins’ The Goldberg Variations. Robbins’ The Goldberg Variations begins 
with a pas de deux by dancers in heavy, seventeenth-century costumes, an almost 
ceremonial dance, and ends in a final aria with the dancers almost bare and in 
total simplicity.
 It was hard for me at first to accept it. But then I started to understand the 
point. And I think the point was to get to the essential. To simple form, movement, 
pure dance and expression. There was no décor, nothing on stage but a cellist. 
And why that red jogging outfit? What I began to understand — and again I regret 
not asking Jerry — was that it did not matter. The dress did not matter, the décor 
did not matter. Jerry was interested only in the essentials.
 Robbins’ choreography for the Suite at first shocked me, and then changed 
my feeling about the music. In a way, he opened the road for me to arrive where 
he had arrived at the age of eighty. I started to think, to feel, to listen to this music, 
differently. With a much lighter approach. To understand its rhythms, its dancing 
melody, and still to see its profoundness.
 In 2008 finally, after years of dealing with this music in my mind, I started 
to work on the First Suite at the Liguria Study Center in Bogliasco, Italy. I had 
no clear idea how I would proceed, no idea of what I would do. I listened to the 

music constantly…and picked up some herbs and olive branches from the Center 
garden as instruments. In that year, I made a layout, nine meters long, a work that 
had stayed rolled up in a tube for five years. In 2013, going back to Bogliasco 
for a second time, my intent was to open up that tube and continue the work, 
knowing almost surely that I would no longer like the work I had done in 2008.
 I did open the tube. I found the 2008 work honest, spontaneous, even if 
not fully enough constructed in a technical sense. Strangely, unlike what I had 
expected, I did like what I had already done. So, I based all the new work more 
or less on the 2008 layout. Much has changed, but the original rough version is 
still there, still informing the newer work. This time too I used only natural things: 
herbs, vine branches, and some olive leaves.
 I see that in 2008 when I started the work, I also started to write and to 
analyze the Bach suite, movement by movement, and to listen to a number of 
interpretations (Rostropovich, Casals, etc.). But I did not focus on any single 
interpretation in 2008, as I had done earlier for The Goldberg Variations, where 
my work was drawn from the interpretation of Tatiana Nicolayeva. In the case of 
the Cello Suites, I was not drawing on any one interpretation — Rostropovich or  
Yo Yo Ma — but listening to and drawing on the music itself, and not concerned 
with specific interpretations. I see, however, in my writings that in 2008 I felt 
closer to Casals’ playing style than to others. In the late winter of 2013, just a 
few days before I left Paris for Genoa, at a dinner, Alain Madeline-Pedrillat, told 
me to be certain to listen to the Bach suites played by Janos Starker. Curious, I 
set out the next day to find a recording by Starker, but it was no easy task: it was 
out of print and would have to be ordered and would take perhaps four days. I 
had two days left before departure.
 In one record shop, I asked for the Starker recording. The shop did not have it 
in stock, but the clerk asked if I had heard the recording of the suites by a certain 
young cellist. I listened to the disc and liked it. I bought the CD and then asked 
the clerk if it would be possible to listen to the Starker version on his computer, 
the same movement I had just heard by the young cellist. As soon as the music 
started, I knew which version I wanted. I understood why my friend had urged me 
to listen to Starker. His playing was much, much slower than the young musician’s, 
with much more silence in between the phrases. I was suddenly reminded of the 
first time I had heard Tatiana. Finally I found a CD of the Starker version just before 
leaving for Italy. In Bogliasco, I listened only to him, although I had several other 
versions with me. I decided not to mix them. I had made my choice.
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 It is striking in what unexpected circumstances things often happen. How 
it happened for me with Tatiana, and how it happened with Starker. In the first 
three minutes of listening to his playing in a record shop in the rue Rivoli. 
 Today this music is much more joyous for me, much more like dancing, much 
more sympathetic, much more kind and caressing. Today, when I listen to it, all 
that I used to feel about it — its severity, its heaviness, its profundity — all are there. 
But in a much lighter way. And perhaps it is I who take it in a different way, see 
its lightness and its dance in all its severity. No more fear, no more timidity, or 
intimidation. And in a way I dance with it.
 Only occasionally a minuet or a sarabande will carry a certain note of nos-
talgia, reminding me of that young, timid student hungry for learning, for entering 
the world, for being fully a part of it.

Variations on Goldberg

I.
Fourteen years ago, René Lachal, during one of his Sunday afternoon visits to 
my studio, brought me a CD of the Russian pianist, Tatiana Nikolayeva, playing 
Bach’s Goldberg Variations. I knew the music and knew, too, that most people 
particularly liked the Glenn Gould version, although I was not especially attracted 
to it.
 When I listened to the Nikolayeva version, it seemed as if I were listening 
to the Goldberg Variations for the first time. René and I sat and listened to the 
entire recording and he told me about the Russian pianist, especially about her 
recording of The Art of Fugue, which I bought a few days later.
 Not many people knew about Nikolayeva at that time. Even today she is 
not widely known or even recognized as a great pianist. Some lovers of music 
criticize her style as overly romantic, something which does not bother me at all. 
What I found in her playing was a tenderness, a poetry, a profound simplicity, 
and an appreciation of silence — the kind of silence that is part of the music and 
so becomes the music itself. I found in Nikolayeva everything I could not feel in 
the perhaps technically perfect version of the Variations by Glenn Gould.
 I listened to the Nikolayeva Goldberg Variations many times in the suc-
ceeding years. Many of those times with René again, during his Sunday after-
noon visits, while having some Iranian tea and cakes, and looking at some of my 
work — often not even talking much, but just listening and looking.

II.
Shortly before that Nikolayeva visit, I had seen a show in the Kunstmuseum in 
Basel. The show was entitled “Canto d’Amore,” and it was one of the most mem-
orable exhibitions I have ever seen. Its subject was classicism in modern art and 
music and the works of artists in relation to music. In a long hall of the museum 
there was a bench equipped with earphones and one painting hung on each side 
of the hall. Without paying much attention and being in something of a hurry, I 
sat on the bench, picked up a set of the earphones and started listening to the 
music. Then suddenly when I looked up at the painting in front of me, I saw that 
the music was there. What I was listening to was actually visualized in that paint-
ing. It was the first time that I had had that kind of experience, that perception.
 The shock and the fascination of what I had seen and simultaneously heard 
were feelings that have stayed with me to this day. (That kind of matching is not 
what I have tried to do with the Goldberg Variations. No, I don’t think of it in that 
way. I don’t know exactly what I have done — none of those things. I simply listened 
to the music and thought about it for years, and while listening and thinking, 
worked and made a series of art works.)
 The experience in the Basel Kunstmuseum and my listening to Nikolayeva’s 
Goldberg Variations, where the role and the importance of silence becomes 
part of the music itself, made me realize that I had to do something. But what? 
I had often listened to music while I was painting, but there had never been a 
question of painting the music itself. Almost obsessed, I listened over and over 
to the Goldberg Variations, sometimes as many as four or five times a day.

III.
Some months or perhaps a year after my obsession had begun, I met the chore-
ographer Jerome Robbins in Paris. It was at a dinner given by a friend of one of 
his ballet masters, whom I knew, in a pleasant, small restaurant in St. Germain. 
It was an awkward evening; Jerry was not a very talkative person. He looked 
very bored, as if he had nothing to share with this group of people. From time to 
time he smiled silently, to be polite I thought. We exchanged a few words: “Oh, 
you’re a painter. What do you paint? Have you seen this or that show here?” He 
left immediately after dinner, and just before leaving, he asked me if he could 
come to my studio to see my work. I said yes, but we did not set a date or even 
exchange phone numbers.

 The next morning at 8 o’clock I had a telephone call from him, asking if he 
could come the same afternoon to my studio and perhaps have dinner afterwards. 
That day, Jerome Robbins came to my studio. I was listening, of course, to the 
Goldberg Variations. As soon as he walked in, he started to tap his fingers on a 
table and said, “You’re listening to the Goldberg Variations.” “Yes,” I said, “Do you 
know the piece?” It was, as I discovered, a silly question. Of course he knew it: 
he had created a well-known ballet based on the Variations twenty years before, 
a piece that remains in the repertoire of the New York City Ballet.
 Robbins and I became good friends in Paris. When he visited the city, we 
would see each other almost every day when he was free. We visited muse-
ums and exhibitions and saw plays that he was interested in. Often he would 
leave my name at the stage entrance of the Opéra Garnier so that I could go to 
see rehearsals. Of course those were great moments for me — to watch how he 
worked with dancers. 
 Mostly what he worked on with the dancers were their expressions. 
 Later, in his house in Bridgehampton, I asked him to let me watch the video 
of his The Goldberg Variations. He put the cassette in, but only for a few minutes, 
and quickly turned it off. “Dance,” he said, “should not be seen on video. You 
cannot see the dancers’ expressions on video and that is very important.” 
 I told Robbins that I was obsessed with the Goldberg Variations and felt that 
I had to do something with them. He encouraged me to work on them. Sometime 
later, in a letter of recommendation for me, he wrote, “I did it twenty-five years 
ago and knowing him and his work, I am certain he will do it too.”
 
IV.
I sent that letter and applications to several foundations, seeking a grant that 
would allow me to work on the Variations away from the pressures of life in 
Paris. I received only one positive reply, from the Dorland Mountain Arts Colony 
in Temecula, in California.
 Meanwhile, I was lost as I thought about the project. I did not know what I 
wanted to do with the music, only that I had this very strong need to work with 
it. But how? First, I started to learn more about music in general. I had taken a 
course on music theory at Tehran University, but mostly I just listened to music 
as a serious amateur. Next, I went to a pianist friend to find out about varia-
tions and other forms, but I found the technicalities better left to musicians and 
musicologists.
 The acceptance from the Arts Colony at Dorland Mountain gave me what I 
needed — an opportunity to get out of Paris, to be somewhere isolated and quiet 
so that I could focus on the subject. And so in the autumn of 1996, I went to 
Temecula, to Dorland Mountain to try to start working on the Goldberg Variations. 
My grant at Dorland Mountain was for three months. 
 By the third week at Dorland, I felt my concentration on the Variations project 
beginning to fade. I was going back and forth too often to my parents’ place not 
far from Temecula, and when I was in Temecula I continued to paint the leaves 
but without being really able to concentrate on the project. I looked often at the 
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dusty road that passed under the window of my cabin and curved away and 
disappeared into the heart of the mountain looming above. It was a melancholy, 
meditative subject that unconsciously matched my mood in this period of my life, 
with my father’s illness and, as immigrants, my parents’ special need for their 
children. At the end of the second month of my grant, I could not work any more. 
My father’s illness grew worse and worse. I placed all the leaves on which I had 
been working and some drawings in a small suitcase and left Temecula. A few 
months later, after I had returned to Paris, my father died. The suitcase with its 
leaves stayed closed in a corner of my studio.
 
V.
A year after my time at Dorland, Julian Zugazagoitia, then working with the Getty 
Foundation in Los Angeles, came to visit me in my studio in Paris. He asked me 
if I ever drew or painted roses. He was curating an exhibition for the Spoleto 
Festival on the subject of roses. Julian stayed on for a while and then, just before 
he left, my eyes happened to fall on the small yellowish leather suitcase in the 
corner of my studio, still unopened since I had left Temecula. I remembered all 
those leaves. When I showed them to Julian, he surprised me by saying, “I’ll give 
you two months. Close the door of your studio, disconnect the telephone, and 
concentrate on your project.”
 I did close the door, and I started to work. I finished two pieces — Goldberg 
Variation No. 25 and a study for the aria, using leaves I had drawn in Temecula. 
Julian showed both No. 25 and the aria at the Spoleto Festival in the summer of 
1998. 
 How did it happen that, after so long a delay, my Goldberg Variations finally 
got under way? I do not know. It just happened. After years of listening to the 
music and after several false starts and uncertainties, things simply fell into 
place. Once in New York, I asked Jerome Robbins how he had approached his 
The Goldberg Variations, moving from the music to the more concrete form of 
the dance. He replied, “I listened to the music and thought of working on it for 
years…and made all the steps in my mind. But, the day I started working on it 
with dancers, everything changed from the images I had had in my head.”
 
VI. 
After Spoleto and the encouragement Julian had given me, I continued to work 
on the Variations. Bernard Blatter, then director of the Jenisch Museum in Vevey, 
showed a number of parts of the Variations, along with some studies, in a show 
of my work in the museum in 2000. There was an exhibition of some pieces in 
a gallery in Geneva around the same time. Then, in 2003, parts of the Bach 
series were shown in my retrospective show in the Rembrandt House museum 
in Amsterdam.
 It has been fourteen years that I have been working on the Goldberg 
Variations. Not continuously for fourteen years; the work has gone on parallel to 
other projects, although sometimes I have worked on the Variations for weeks at 
a time continuously, seized by the mood. Most of that time I have listened to the 

music and painted leaves on small pieces of Nepal paper —  then, from time to 
time, taking those small studies and arranging them on larger sheets of paper. 
 I have not worked on all thirty Variations. There are some I listen to less often 
than others — those do not give me the feeling that I need to work on them. There 
are some on which I have worked that I would like to do again. Maybe one day. I 
am certain that they will be different if I revisit them. 
 I believe in change. I believe that the art you make at one time under certain 
conditions of life is inevitably different from the work you do at another time when 
the conditions around you have changed. It must be so. It is normal. We change 
all the time; how we look at things, how we listen, changes all the time.
 At the start, the works were all rose leaves and stems, black ink or water-
color on white paper. Then the rose leaves and stems in black ink and watercolor 
began to appear on Nepal paper. Across the years, I replaced the rose leaves 
with other kinds of leaves, leaves that I find in the woods or in the street or in the 
park across from my studio in Paris, or in the United States, in the autumn or in 
the spring. And the black ink has changed to gray and other colors in watercolor. 
One thing has remained constant: the work has almost always been done on 
Nepal paper. I cannot say for certain why I started the work on Nepal paper. A 
decision, like all the others, taken without planning for a certain direction, taken 
unconsciously, taken by feeling, by the feeling of the moment.
 Now, after all these years, I am finishing with the Goldberg Variations, at least 
for the moment. A long journey. But I am not happy with the idea of finishing. 
 
VII.
I started this work with Tatiana Nikolayeva. I started because of her, because of 
her interpretation. For years it was just she. From time to time I would listen to 
other pianists’ versions…but it was mainly, obsessively Nikolayeva.
 One evening in 2002 in Vevey, after a dinner in the Dix Août restaurant, 
Bernard Blatter gave me a ride back to my hotel. He put the Goldberg Variations 
on his car machine, played by Wilhelm Kempff. It was again a very special 
moment. He parked the car and we listened to the recording to the end. I bought 
the Kempff CD, listened to it several times, and liked it very much. Some friends, 
knowing that I have been working on the Variations, would send me interpreta-
tions by different pianists. I must have about fifteen of them by now. Three years 
ago, someone sent me yet another version, this one by a very young German, 
Martin Stadtfeld. He has won a prize for his playing of Bach. Although he is very 
young, he has great depth and a deep respect for the work.
 So in all these years, really only three interpretations have touched me. But 
I always go back to Tatiana Nikolayeva. Recently I was listening to her again. It 
is like returning home, going back to your mother, back to the source. And once 
again her version made me want to work on the Variations yet another time. Maybe 
one day…again.

 “On Cello Suite No 1”: Paris, March 13, 2013; “Variations on Goldberg”: Bogliasco, May 8, 2008 / Train 
to Anvers, June 8, 2008. Reviewed in manuscript by Robert Bemis, 2013; edited by G. Victor, 2019.

Farhad Ostovani, Study for Suite No. 1, 2008–14 (oil on panel, 35 x 139 cm).
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THE BUSINESS OF SHOW

Contracts (Part Two):  
Recipes for Successful  
Collaborations 
by Kimberly Maynard, Esq.

Independent Contractor It also can be helpful to explicitly state whether each 
artist is providing their services as an employee, employer, or independent con-
tractor. This is especially helpful when a company or other entity is commissioning 
a work and wants to ensure that the artists are not deemed to be employees 
for whom it will have to provide health care, overtime pay, or other benefits. Like 
non-compete clauses, this is another term that can have a number of different 
implications depending on which state’s laws control the contract.

Representations and Warranties Parties to a contract will often have to make 
certain promises, known as “reps and warranties.” One of the most common 
representations and warranties in a dance contract is that each artist has the 
right to the material they contribute to the work. For example, choreographers 
may be asked to represent that they own the copyright in the choreography they 
will contribute, i.e. that they are the creator of the choreography, that they did 
not copy the choreography from someone else, and/or that, to the best of their 
knowledge, the choreography does not infringe the rights of someone else. This 
provision works hand and hand with the indemnity clause and allows the other 
artists involved to rest more comfortably knowing that their own liability might be 
limited if someone accuses everyone of copyright infringement.

Indemnification An indemnification clause is an agreement that one artist will 
cover or defer costs of another artist in certain situations. For example, the scenic 
designer using photographs for the project may represent and warrant that she 
owns the copyright in the photographs and indemnify the choreographer from 
liability arising out of any claims that the scenic designer copied the photograph 
from someone else. If the choreographer is then sued for copyright infringement, 
the choreographer will be able to require the scenic designer to cover costs 
incurred in defending that lawsuit. 

Alternative Dispute Resolution Contracts frequently contain clauses that 
require the parties to try to resolve their disputes outside of court. Such alterna-
tive dispute methods include “mediation” or “arbitration.” Alternatively, a contract 
might require the parties to spend a period of time (such as 60 days) using their 
best efforts to find a mutually acceptable solution before bringing a lawsuit or 
initiating an arbitration. Generally, collaborations go well and these clauses are 
never invoked, but they are simple to include and can be very useful if and when 
a dispute arises.

Governing Law Most contracts say that a particular state’s laws apply to inter-
pretation of the contract. As discussed above, these clauses can have a big 
impact on how certain provisions of the contract are interpreted. For example, 
some states may refuse to enforce a non-compete clause or certain terms of 
that clause, while other states may enforce the same clause with no hesitation. 
As with the core terms in our last article, there is no need to use archaic or overly 
legalistic language to capture the above terms. Plain, simple language that is 
understood by all parties to the contract and that can be understood by some-
one less familiar with dance is best. Devoting a little time to negotiating issues 
like copyright ownership and credit at the inception of a collaboration can save 
a lot of time and make sure that all of the collaborators’ collective energies are 
focused on producing new dance!

Kimberly Maynard is an intellectual property attorney at Frankfurt, Kurnit, Klein + Selz. Kim focuses 
on trademark and copyright law, and regularly counsels clients in the arts and entertainment industries. 
Prior to becoming a lawyer, Kim worked as an arts administrator for Trisha Brown Dance Company.

In our last article, we discussed the utility of preparing a contract when two or 
more parties decide to work together to make a dance work. We focused on 
the core contract terms and on using plain, easily understandable language. In 
this article, we summarize additional terms that often appear in dance contracts. 
These additional terms cover important issues that can form the basis of a dis-
pute (such as copyright ownership) and set the rules for resolving disputes that 
might arise. Negotiating these terms at the beginning of a collaboration helps 
avoid a later disagreement that can pull focus from making the dance, or even 
derail the entire project. 

Copyright Ownership Your contract should clearly state who owns the 
copyright in the various elements of the work, or in the production as a whole. 
Copyright ownership can dictate who can produce or perform the work, and 
who can make new works based on the current work. Failure to include a clear 
copyright ownership provision may result in the work, or certain aspects of the 
work, being owned jointly by all who contributed to it — even when the parties 
intended otherwise. 

Credit This term focuses on how each artist’s name, image, and biographical 
information can appear in the program, or be used in photographs, videos, inter-
views, or other marketing material. This term can set out the details in advance, or 
can give each artist the right to review and approve any photograph or biograph-
ical information before it is used (or both). A good review and approval right will 
usually specify that (1) approval must be sought a specific number of days before 
any material is published and (2) artists who do not provide their approval or 
changes within a certain amount of time after the request is made will be deemed 
to have approved. This kind of language helps prevent the deadline for printing 
from creeping up before each collaborator has given their approval.

Exclusivity and Non-Compete Clauses Exclusivity and non-compete clauses 
typically prohibit an artist from providing their contributions (e.g. choreography, 
music, scenery, set, costumes) or variations of their contributions, to others, 
usually for a limited period of time. They might also prevent performers from 
dancing in another production in the same city for a period of time before and 
after the work is performed in that city. Alternatively, these clauses may require 
that the work not be performed in another venue in the same city while the work 
is being performed. These clauses are interpreted and enforced differently in 
different states, with many states refusing to enforce non-compete clauses that 
are deemed to be overly restrictive. If this is an important aspect of the collab-
oration, it can be very important to understand which state’s laws will govern 
interpretation of the contract.

Dancers of Miami City Ballet in Brahms/Handel (choreography by Jerome Robbins and Twyla Tharp), 2019. Photo by Alexander Iziliaev.
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 “The Dance Division is the keeper of dance’s story.  
It contextualizes dance artists within the framework  
of the political and social issues of their time  
and it compellingly illuminates how dance as a  
form connects all human beings and surfaces why 
we choose movement as a method of emotional  
and intellectual expression. To work in this place  
and safeguard these treasures is humbling. I am 
fortunate to be the Division’s curator in an anniversary 
year and to have this opportunity to display some  
of the riches from within our vaults. Although the 
exhibition is not intended to be a definitive history  
of dance or the Division, my hope is that through 
 the selected objects a sense of how the Division  
and its collections came together will emerge.”  
—Linda Murray, Jerome Robbins Dance Division

Archive in Motion:  
75 Years of  
the Jerome Robbins  
Dance Division

In 1944, a young music librarian named Genevieve Oswald at The New York 
Public Library argued that dance materials didn’t fit well into the Music or 
Theatre archives, and should be collected separately and differently. What she 
created was one of the first archives devoted entirely to dance, originally called 
the Library’s Dance Collection, and now known as the Jerome Robbins Dance 
Division. In the 75 years since its creation, the Dance Division has become the 
world’s preeminent collection of dance research materials, and an invaluable 
resource to students, practitioners of all levels, researchers, writers, enthusiasts 
and artists. Chronicling the art of dance in all its forms, the Division acts as much 
more than a library. It preserves the history of dance by gathering diverse written, 
visual, and aural resources, and works to ensure the art form’s continuity through 
active documentation and educational programs. 
 The Library for the Performing Arts celebrates the Dance Division’s 75th 
anniversary and contributions to the performing arts community in a new free 
exhibition entitled Archive in Motion: 75 Years of the Jerome Robbins Dance 
Division. The exhibition opened July 15, 2019 and will remain on display through 
January 25, 2020.   
 Curated by the head of the Jerome Robbins Dance Division, Linda Murray, 
Archive in Motion charts the Dance Division’s history and the establishment of 
international dance archival practices through the display of significant materials 
from its collections. Items on view include materials from the first five major collec-
tions Oswald acquired — those of Isadora Duncan, Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn, 
Doris Humphrey, and Charles Weidman — which helped create a foundation for 
the archive in modern dance. Rare historic dance books from Walter Toscanini’s 
personal collection, which he later donated to the Dance Division, plus costumes, 
set designs, and more artifacts are on display as well. The exhibition shows 
not only the many gems in the Division’s holdings, but also tells the story of the 
Division itself through images and the testimony of the various generations of 
staff who devoted their working lives to preserving dance history. The exhibition 
also showcases rare audio and video material from the Dance Division’s original 
documentation projects, including oral histories with dance luminaries, and video 
recordings of performances, rehearsals and more. 

 Highlights from Archive in Motion include:

• Doris Humphrey’s essay “The Dance Score,” from 1936, which articulates 
the need for a dance archive to exist

• Alexandra Danilova’s red tutu from Swan Lake
• Agnes de Mille’s costume from Rodeo
• Tunic and floral crown worn by Isadora Duncan
• Original costume designs by pioneering African American ballet dancer 

Janet Collins 
• Complete costume bibles of bugaku, the Japanese court dance, gifted to 

Ted Shawn by the Emperor of Japan
• Tanjore paintings depicting Indian classical dance
• Footage of Anna Pavlova’s dying swan dance, and one of the feathers she 

would place in her tutu during performances in order to give the impression 
of “molting” on stage

• Vaslav Nijinsky diaries, paintings, and letters
• Salvador Dali’s rejected set designs for Romeo & Juliet at Ballet Theatre
• Marc Chagall and Natalia Goncharova’s designs for Firebird
• Jerome Robbins’ personal musical score for Other Dances
• Isamu Noguchi’s set models for Orpheus

 
 Archive in Motion also honors one of the Dance Division’s greatest assets: 
its staff. Many of the Dance Division’s staff have been dancers or choreographers 
before or while also working at the Library. This intimate understanding of dance 
has helped staff the shape the collection and made them uniquely equipped to 
serve patrons. 
 Renamed in honor of Jerome Robbins — one of the Dance Division’s greatest 
supporters — in 1999, the Division not only houses its name sake’s vast collection, 
but is the leading international repository for the history of dance, with docu-
mentation that dates back to 1453 and representation for dance of all styles 
from around the world. The archive includes irreplaceable film that dates back 
to 1897; unique designs by visual artists; choreographic notation; photographs; 
manuscript collections; shoes and many more examples of ephemera. When 
taken together, these materials provide the opportunity to fleetingly recapture 
the most elusive of the performing arts.

This article originally appeared on the website of The New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.

above: In a publicity photo for Pan American World Airways in July 1955, “Stewardesses  
Joan Murchison (left) and Pat Kelly (right) create a cooling system for Jerome Robbins  
upon his return to New York after a trip to Rome.”
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