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Natalia Osipova in Flames of Paris at the Youth America Grand Prix Gala. (Photo: Gene Schiavone, YAGP)
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Shades at City Center

Don Daniels

A balletomane learns to adjust expectations
while keeping standards firmly in mind. The
lesson s especially useful given all those clam-
orous voices in the City Center lobby. How to
keep one’s head amid all that urban hurly-
burly? Oh, for a green thought in a very green
shade! But that is the balletomane’s eventual
discovery: eye and brain can indeed cooperate
toward repose, rather like the way they can ad-
justforthe presenceof grainina photographic
image. We learn to accept certainvisual effects
from a picture composed of fine grain. And
other effects from an image with a relative ab-
sence of fine resolution.

At the galas of the Youth America Grand
Prix, the excitable audience watches a great
" many young people dancing in a style that ap-
proximates the classical mode of mature
dancers on our ballet stages. We see students
in process rather than finished professionals.
As long as the dancers are not pushed beyond
their physical limits so that injury results, the
spectacle provides the charm of youth imitat-
ingeld.

True, the glare of untrammeled young en-
ergy can keep our most fashionable sunglass-
es at our right hand. The viewer must accept
that he is not going to get the shadings that a
grown-up dancer—anartistdeveloped inmind
and body - can provide. But bright ballet girls
and boys can reveal a fascinating precocity in
the apprehension of style. We in the audience
look through that dazzle to the seeds of indi-
vidual talent. We adjust to the new varieties as
an exercise in mental flexion and grip. As Max
Beerbohm once put it, the theater audience,
bored with the present, falls “forward on the
future.”

In fact, we are experiencing a time of peda-
gogical ballet, so we might as well learn
through its lens. By “pedagogical ballet” I
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mean that the teacher, coach, and artistic di-
rector have triumphed overthe choreographer
in most of the major ballet companies of the
world. (Onlyat American Ballet Theatre and at
the Royal Balletare there recognized “resident
choreographers.”) Today’s dancers perform
primarily for their coaches, teachers, and
A.D.s, and there is always a portion of the bal-
let audience that prefers a lecture-demo to a
work of art. In many climes, our most vivid
classical theater has retreated to the shady
groves of Academe.

The 2008 Youth America Grand Prix Gala
came hard on the heels of threeweeks of dance
from the Kirov (now once again to be called
the Ballet of the Maryinsky Theater of St. Pe-
tersburg) at City Center in April. Few compa-
nies on the face of the earth are so beholden
to past choreographic glories as the Maryin-
sky.

Whatever current managerial dishevelment
is found in the company is partly the result of
decades of Soviet aesthetic discouraging new
choreographic work of any seriousness, and
partly the consequence of a number of post-
Soviet years in which authentic native talent
for dancemaking avoids the Maryinsky or
finds there uneven sponsorship. The Russians
have forgotten that, beyond slow pedagogical
resuscitation, old repertory works are best
revived through the lens provided to dancers
and audiences by ongoing choreographic
thought.

A cloud of unknowing dims the Maryinsky
sky. As a result, its current dancers perform
not for their choreographer, like good artists,
but for their coaches, like good students. So
the difference between watching dance at the
Maryinsky and at the YAGP is not as great as
you might expect.

ANewYorkchoreographerh_ltheY_AGPGala
audience turned to me after Esteban E. Her-
nandez (age13) had performed the man’s vari-
ation from Diana and Acteon and said with com-
plete seriousness, “I prefer his version to that
of Mikhail Lobukhin at the Kirov.” One knew
exactly what was meant. The Maryinsky ren-
dition of the pas had been labored, not onlyin
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Esteban E. Hernandez in Diana and Acteon. (Photo: Segoul, YAGP)

physical production but in stylistic self-pre-
sentation. Lobukhin lacks brilliance in the
lower leg and foot. Young Hernandez floated
the rolewith a cushion beneath the movement
adequate to his age and level of training. Ped-
agogically speaking, the boy tossed it off. The
action of his lower leg and foot shows signs
of healthy development. It is strange that at
the present Maryinsky, only Andrian Fadeyev
among the men holds the torch of classical
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style aloft out of consistent strength and pro-
duction of dance detail.

Hernandez handily took home the YAGP’s
Gold Medal for the Junior Men’s Division. His
female equivalent was Saori Otsudo (age 12)
in one of the variant female solos from Le Cor-
saire. Here was a precocious dancer-musician,
able to impel each move from a freshly found
musical impulse. And Otsudo has the innate
dignity thatyoung people can bring to the pur-
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