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THE NATIONAL BALLET AT 50
Introduction

The 50th anniversary of one of Canada’s
great cultural institutions and ambassadors,
The National Ballet of Canada, is a signifi-
cant and proud moment for members of the
company, and for Canadians. Recognized as
one of the finest dance companies in the
world, The National Ballet is known for its
talented dancers, its wide repertoire, and its
innovative productions. Highly praised by
critics in Canada and abroad, its perfor-
mances are enthusiastically cheered by
audiences everywhere.

But despite its artistic brilliance the Na-
tional Ballet is a company with financial
problems. Like most of Canada’s major
performing arts companies, the National
Ballet has been subject to funding cutbacks
that have made it very difficult for it to
operate as it has while maintaining its level
of excellence. While the company managed a
break-even season in 1999-2000, it remains
saddled with a $4-million debt. It has had to
limit its touring, reduce the number of com-
pany members (the company now regularly
uses students from The National Ballet
School as members of the corps de ballet),
and reduce the salaries available for its
principal dancers.

But it is not alone. Other arts organizations
face a similar situation. The Toronto Sym-
phony, $7-million dollars in debt, at this time
has barely avoided bankruptcy—but only
because its players accepted large salary cuts,
and the federal and Ontario governments
provided a substantial loan. The Calgary
Philharmonic suffered through a players’
strike that resulted in a shorter season with
fewer concerts. Canada’s most famous
orchestra internationally, the Orchestre
Symphonique de Montréal, had to be bailed

out by a $6-million dollar gift from the
government of Quebec.

The National Ballet, like many other
Canadian arts organizations, has actually
been a victim of its own excellence. Having
achieved excellent performance standards in
the years before government funding cut-
backs, it was extremely reluctant to make any
cuts and expected to make up the difference
from new sources. It and arts organizations
like it have had to survive on loans, one-time
gifts, and emergency grants—in competition
with many other agencies for what charitable
funds are available. In many cases, antici-
pated corporate sponsorship for such organi-
zations never materialized. The federal
government, however, has recently an-
nounced major initiatives to assist arts orga-
nizations and cultural industries. Some of the
funding available will likely go to major arts
organizations like the National Ballet.

Equally welcome will be the government’s
reaffirmation of the value of the arts to
Canada, and its attempts to develop new
ways to help arts organizations thrive. Mean-
while, there are positive signs. Opera, with
the help of surtitles translating the dialogue,
has attracted large numbers of new fans.
New music festivals are bringing out
younger listeners in several Canadian cities.
New dances are being enthusiastically re-
ceived by audiences at companies across
Canada.

Despite the financial concerns, the arts in
Canada are very much alive, and as a prime
cultural role model The National Ballet of
Canada continues to demonstrate how art
enriches our lives and enhances the Canadian
identity.
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THE NATIONAL BALLET AT 50
An Artistic Struggle

Its beginnings were humble, but today The National Ballet of Canada is internationally recog-
nized as one of Canada’s great cultural institutions. Its work is well known by dance critics
and dance aficionados throughout North America and the world, and its genius in performing
both traditional and modern works is further proof of its artistic and cultural relevance. Even if
you have never seen a live ballet, you can understand how the National Ballet epitomizes our
cultural talent and interests as a nation.

Despite a stellar history of artistic success the National Ballet has suffered budget cutbacks
that have led to internal struggles and have affected its ability to carry out its mandate. Like
many arts organizations in this country, it is now in the process of redefining itself, affirming
its position in the Canadian arts world, and seeking to maintain the financial and artistic assets
essential to its survival.

A Ballet Primer
The French word ballet is derived from the Italian balletto, which refers to a party or ball at
which people danced or watched dancing. Before watching this News in Review report,
research and discuss in small groups the following terms used in dance and the ballet to be
sure that you understand their importance: choreographer, ballet mistress, repertoire, and
white ballet.

Identifying Issues
As you watch the video, make notes on the views of the three major National Ballet members
profiled and interviewed: Celia Franca, James Kudelka, and Matjash Mrozewski. Focus on
three issues: (a) the reasons why the National Ballet has been successful; (b) what they as
choreographers and company directors have tried to bring to the ballet; (c) the obstacles they
have faced. Also note the opinions of the two dance critics, Paula Citron and Max Wyman.
What do these critics identify as the National Ballet’s greatest successes? What do they see as
its weaknesses? In your group, compare the viewpoints of the artists and the critics.

Visions and Perceptions
1. James Kudelka has a very specific vision of what the National Ballet should mean

to Canadians. How does this vision fit with Max Wyman’s view of the role of a
national ballet?

2. What are the benefits of touring by major arts organizations to the audiences and
communities they visit and to the organizations themselves?

3. At the end of this report Laurie Brown refers to the life of the National Ballet as a
“delicate battle.” Why does she use this particular term? Is it appropriate?
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THE NATIONAL BALLET AT 50
Discovering the Art of Dance

“Will you, won’t you, will you, won’t you, will you join the dance?” — Lewis Carroll, Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland

Like its companions grand opera and classical music, ballet is not always immediately under-
stood by newcomers. Certainly it is dance, but ballet is dance of a very special kind.

What Is Dance?
As the Canadian Encyclopedia points out, dance can be defined in a number of different
ways. As a form of communication it has important social, cultural, and political contexts in
which it can be studied. Writing in the Academic American Encyclopedia Mildred Navaretta
gives a poetic definition: “Dance is an expression in rhythmic movement of an intensified
sense of life, arising from an inner perception that stimulates both mind and body. By express-
ing that perception in the form of dance, people affirm their delight in existence. Dance is a
timeless and universal language.”

Dance is one of the oldest art forms, and is even considered by some to pre-date humanity.
Many animals and birds have courtship rituals that appear as complex dances. As a result,
some commentators speculate that elements of the dance may actually be part of our subcon-
scious and a reflection of nature.

People dance for many reasons. For early humans, dance was a way of communicating with
the unseen spirit world. Major human events of celebration or mourning—birth, death, ill-
ness—called for dancing. Dancing also was a form of prayer. (In some societies and religions
it remains so.) One danced to pray for specific things (a successful hunt, the end of drought)
or in ecstatic adoration of the spiritual. From its beginnings, dance was accompanied by
music, even if it was only simple drumming. Primitive dances evolved into the kinds of social
dances we now celebrate as folk dance (including courtship dances and dances that are part of
children’s play). For many, folk dancing is now enjoyed as a recreational activity.

In Western society, ballroom dancing evolved from folk dance—and has remained especially
important during courtship. The most sophisticated human societies also developed theatrical
dances. These are artistic dances performed for audiences, emphasizing refinement and skill,
and often highly stylized. Ballet is a form of theatrical dance.

The Rise of Ballet
Ballet is a form of dance that is characterized by its formal movements and poses that express
gracefulness and elegance. Its technique is based on a specific series of positions. Five basic
turned-out foot positions were identified in the early 18th century; the modern stress on the
rotation of the leg outward from the hip joint, permitting a wide variety of movement, began
in the early 19th century. Aspects of the dance now taken for granted have developed phase
by phase over the last five centuries.
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Ballet developed from dances performed at royal courts during the Italian Renaissance. These
dances were actually performed by members of the nobility themselves as part of indoor
entertainments or outdoor celebratory processions. Catherine de’ Medici, who came from
Italy to France to marry King Henry II, is usually credited with developing the French court’s
love of theatrical dancing and of sponsoring the first true ballet, the Ballet comique de la
reine, in 1581. Until the mid-17th century, ballets continued to be danced by the nobility.
Louis XIV, a great dancer, became known as the Sun King after he danced the role of Apollo
in a 1653 court ballet.

By the period of Louis XIV, it was becoming increasingly obvious that ballet was developing
a complexity requiring a corps of professional dancers. In 1661, with the encouragement of
the king, Jean Baptiste Lully founded the Académie Royale de Danse, the first training school
for professional dancers. Ballet was now truly a theatrical art.

The 18th century saw two major developments in ballet. The first of these was the develop-
ment of the ballet d’action, which was a successful attempt, led by Jean Georges Noverre, to
unify the elements of dress, music, and dance to tell a story. Dancers no longer wore masks
and stylized costumes, but used their expressive bodies and faces to help narrate the plot.
Subjects were no longer limited to the mythological. Noverre tried for what he called “a grand
simplicity,” a pure classical style. This was also the period when elevation, or jumping,
became part of a dancer’s technique—a development especially important for the males.

The 19th century was the century of the ballerina. This was the period of the great Romantic
ballets in which women, the “essence of grace,” dominated the stage. An emphasis on virtuos-
ity in the great ballet centres—France (Paris especially), Italy, and Russia—combined with
lighter, less confining costumes encouraged women to shine in the new roles. It was also at
this time that women first began to dance en pointe (on their toes). By the end of the century,
even in the great ballets of Tchaikovsky, the men had largely been reduced to porteurs,
supporters and lifters of the ballerina.

The early 20th century saw an artistic revolution led by Sergei Diaghilev and his Ballets
Russes, in which some of the period’s finest dancers, choreographers, visual artists, and
composers collaborated to design ballets, making ballet the dominant art form in pre-First
World War Paris. One innovative and daring Diaghilev production, Rite of Spring, with music
by Igor Stravinsky, caused an uproar among ballet aficionados at its premiere, in part because
of its unorthodox rhythms and harmonies. His principal male dancer, Vaslav Nijinsky, consid-
ered by many to be the greatest male dancer of the 20th century, helped restore male dancing
to prominence in classical ballet.

Ballet has evolved as a multi-dimensional art form. It can still tell a story exceptionally well. It
can express a mood or state of mind. It can take a piece of music and illustrate it. Ballets can
be a full evening of a single work, or be made up of several short works that may even be in
different styles. Ballets can be part of other theatrical productions, such as operas and musical
comedies.
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The Birth of The National Ballet of Canada
When the National Ballet was founded in 1951, it joined a performance tradition almost 400
years old. In the 50 years since its birth, it has become recognized as one of the finest inter-
preters of that tradition. Together with the Royal Winnipeg Ballet and Les Grands Ballets
Canadiens of Montreal, as well as with smaller companies across Canada, it continues to
present classics of the repertoire as well as modern ballets created in Canada. Its National
Ballet School has trained some of Canada’s finest dancers, who appear in companies through-
out the world. As this News in Review report demonstrates, it has been an exciting 50 years.

James Neufeld concludes his history of the National Ballet (Power to Rise, 1996) with the
following assessment: “The National Ballet of Canada has not displaced the legendary ballet
companies of the world; it has, instead, claimed its own inheritance, and has established ballet
as a flourishing, indigenous art form where once it was an exotic rarity. Founded on the
dreams of imitating an art form that had been developed and had its major exponents else-
where, the National succeeded in creating not only a company, but a context. The centre is no
longer elsewhere. For the National, and for its audiences, the dream is here.” Ballet, and ballet
as performed by The National Ballet of Canada, is now an inherent part of our national cul-
ture, and a language that more and more Canadians have come to understand.

Discussion
1. Calling itself The National Ballet of Canada, the company assumed a very special

role for itself. What should a ballet company do to merit the term national? Who
should decide if it actually is worthy of that designation?

2. Ballet companies both preserve and create. They preserve both classical technique
and performances, and create new works for their dancers. Which of these activi-
ties would you expect to be of greater importance to the National Ballet? Which
would be of greater importance to its audiences?
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Looking to the Future
For many, it was the language of Prime Minister Jean Chrétien’s announcement of additional
funding that was especially significant. He described the funding as the largest new invest-
ment in the arts in Canada in over 40 years, which recalled the heady days for Canada’s arts
spurred by the Massey Commission and the Canada Council. He spoke of its economic
benefits: attracting investment, expanding tourism and selling Canadian goods abroad. But, he
continued, “Arts and culture are about more than economic growth. Cultural participation
develops our creativity, enriches our citizenship, feeds the spirit.”

Chrétien went on to say that the government wished to prepare future generations to inherit
Canada’s cultural identity: “We have a responsibility to preserve our heritage and to promote
the creative arts for future generations.” He clearly placed the arts as one of the cornerstones
of Canada’s civilization: “An important measure of a great civilization, of a great society, is
its contributions to humanity through the sciences and the arts: through its discoveries, its
inventions, its cathedrals and canvasses, its stories and its music.”

As a result of the new Partnership for the Arts funding initiative, the Canada Council will be
given $25-million per year in new funds to distribute in addition to its regular budget of $124-
million. Additional funding will go to the National Arts Training Contribution Program to
assist young people to train for careers in the arts, and to the Cultural Spaces Canada Program
to upgrade arts facilities across Canada.

The government will also be investing $21-million per year over three years to develop a
Canadian Arts and Heritage Sustainability Program, which is intended to help arts and heri-
tage organizations develop financial stability and modern management techniques. The hope
is that this will assist them to avoid the tendency of many arts organization to lurch from
funding crisis to funding crisis, and spend more time on their artistic mission.

The final program under this initiative is called Connecting Canadians to the Arts and will see
the government investing “$57-million over three years to enhance access to the arts for all
Canadians, including young Canadians and those living in rural and remote communities,
through arts celebrations, festivals and support to arts presenters.”

Other funding—nearly $200-million—will be distributed through an initiative called Cultural
Industries for the 21st Century. Projects include the marketing and promotion of Canadian
books and authors; production and promotion of new music recordings; enhancing access via
the Internet to Canadian cultural content; encouraging the export of Canadian cultural goods
and services; and major re-investment in CBC Television and Radio.

While the arts community has responded positively to the announced funding, there have been
criticisms as well. Cheryl Gallant, heritage critic for the Canadian Alliance, argues that the
government should not be attempting to determine culture by using tax dollars, and that there
are ways, other than financial, for increasing support for the arts. Walter Robinson of the
Canadian Taxpayers Federation, was especially blunt, calling the new programs “corporate
welfare for the cultural industries.”



December 2001News in Review   — 57 —

Final Considerations
While the newly announced federal funding has lifted the spirits of the arts community in
Canada, many questions remain unanswered for our largest arts organizations. Classical
ballet, opera, and symphony performances are, by their very nature, extremely expensive to
produce. Ballet and opera require elaborate sets as well as large casts and orchestras; the 19th-
century symphonic repertoire, the meat and potatoes of the modern symphony orchestra, often
requires over 100 musicians on stage. Ticket sales can only cover a portion of the costs of
every performance. And, in terms of audience, only opera has seen a real increase in interest
over the last few years. Dance attendance has been fairly stable, but symphony orchestras
across North America have seen a significant decline in attendance.

While the quality of Canadian performing arts remains extremely high despite the challenges,
there is a real need for arts groups to find ways to develop new and enthusiastic audiences.
Although the general level of education has risen in Canada since the days of the Massey
Commission, this has not meant that proportionally more people have become interested in
aesthetic culture. Tom Henighan, in Ideas of North, points to a weakness in Canadian arts
education, and insists that all students need to be instilled with an understanding that “arts are
not simply ‘self-expression,’ that they involve technical skills and mastery of material and that
such mastery is achieved in terms of a tradition of expertise and values that one can participate
in with real delight.” In short, we need to understand that the arts are a fundamental part of our
national culture, and an industry that contributes to the Canadian economy. Arts supporters
also remind us that the arts are important and accessible to all, and that we should appreciate
what this country has accomplished artistically.

Discussion
Roy MacSkimming, a cultural consultant, once said, “Cultural policy is what happens when
the government isn’t making other plans.” What did he mean by this statement? In the light of
what you have read above, do you believe this is an accurate description of Canadian cultural
policy?

A Dance Experience
Obtain and watch a copy of Flamenco at 5:15, the National Film Board of Canada Academy-
Award-winning documentary on The National Ballet School of Canada (search the title at the
NFB’s Web site at www.nfb.ca/e/). How do the students shown in this film establish the
importance of providing a venue in which an art form can be nurtured? How do they demon-
strate another form of dance? How do they validate the human body as an artistic form in and
of itself?
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THE NATIONAL BALLET AT 50
Discussion, Research, and Essay Questions

1. The National Ballet of Canada is only one of many dance organizations active
throughout Canada. Prepare a short report describing some of the major dance
groups active in the part of Canada in which you live. Include information on their
major areas of interest (for example, folk, modern, or theatrical dance).

2. Noting that Canada is a vast and “determinedly regional” country, culture critic
Tom Henighan argues that we still all need to have a national perspective on our
arts institutions. Choose a major area of artistic endeavour—for example, opera,
ballet, modern dance, classical music performance, painting—and through re-
search identify and describe the major Canadian centres where these are practised.

3. Female dancers in ballet are under a great deal of pressure to be thin. Choreogra-
pher George Balanchine once told his dancers, “I want to see bone.” The 1997
death from anorexia of Boston Ballet dancer Heidi Guenther highlighted the
problems with eating disorders among ballet dancers. Prepare a report on ballet
and body image that examines this problem. How prevalent are eating disorders
among dancers? What are the pressures to maintain a low performing weight?
What are ballet schools and companies doing to address the problem?

4. Choreographer Murray Louis argues that “There is really no such thing as ‘classi-
cal’ ballet today,” that today’s dancers simply cannot—and should not—perform
the way their ancestors did. Both audiences and dancers have grown and changed.
Does this assessment have implications beyond ballet for other performing arts—
symphonic music and grand opera, for example?

5. Performing arts organizations are actively seeking new audiences, developing new
repertoire and reaching down to entertainment culture for new ideas. Many critics
worry that this approach can destroy the organizations’ very reason for existing.
Are there ways to find new audiences for the aesthetic arts without diluting their
quality?

6. Art critic George Woodcock has said that one of the major problems with govern-
ment funding is that bureaucrats want to see immediate economic results of the
funding, and fail to understand “. . . that the benefits the arts confer on the commu-
nity are not material and therefore cannot be assessed in this way.” Is this a valid
statement? What are the possible economic benefits to a community that sponsors
a performing arts organization?

7. In The Dancer’s Survival Manual, Marian Horosko and Judith Kupersmith write,
“Sports aim at optimum physical achievement, while dance aims at optimum
communication and expression through the physical instrument.” Obtain and
watch the film Billy Elliot, one of the most recent of several films that have por-
trayed male dancers as secure in their sense of their maleness. Write a commen-
tary in which you describe what dance meant to Billy Elliot.


