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New York Theatre Ballet aims for the emotions
By Tresca Weinstein Special to the Times Union

The New York Theatre Ballet shares its hometown and three 
of the words in its name with one of the most famous ballet 
companies in the world: the New York City Ballet. But the one 
word that’s different pinpoints what the New York Theatre Ballet 
is all about.

“We very, very rarely do the chiffon skirt kind of ballet,” 
Diana Byer, the artistic director of NYTB, said in a recent phone 
interview. “You’re not sitting and watching beautiful bodies 
make patterns in space. We try to do work that touches the 
audience’s soul, that makes you think and feel rather than 
admire.”

The company will perform a selection of repertory works at  
8 p.m. Friday at The Egg, and it will present the all-ages ballet 
“The Alice-in-Wonderland Follies” at 11 a.m. Saturday.

Byer founded NYTB in 1978 with a small group of dancers, 
planning to stay on as director for just three months; 32 years 
later, she remains at the head of the 13-member company, which 
stages more than 100 performances each year. Its repertoire  
runs the gamut from work by modern dance greats such as Jose 
Limon and Merce Cunningham to Broadway numbers to classics 
such as “Sleeping Beauty” and “Cinderella.” 

With only one cast for each piece (versus the two full casts 
typical for larger companies such as the 90-member New York 
City Ballet), the dancers must be resilient and versatile, and no 
one is relegated to the corps de ballet. “We don’t have the same 
people always dancing the principal roles -- everybody does 
everything,” Byer said.

With the exception, of course, of the 5-year-old who plays  
the baby in the “Pig and Pepper” scene in Keith Michael’s “The 
Alice-in-Wonderland Follies: A Ballet Vaudeville.” Inspired by 
Lewis Carroll’s classic Alice tales and ‘s illustrations, the 
hourlong piece includes pointe work, clogging and a rendition  
of “Jabberwocky” set to an African juba rhythm. The musical 
selections range from ragtime to John Philip Sousa to W.A. 
Mozart and Claude Debussy.

“You will leave humming and tapping your feet, with a  
smile on your face,” Byer said.

A former member of Les Grands Ballets Canadiens de 
Montreal, Manhattan Festival Ballet and the New York City 
Opera, Byer, a New Jersey native, trained with English dancer 
and choreographer Antony Tudor and his fellow teacher 
Margaret Craske. 

“In his teaching, (Tudor) would break down your ego so you 
could take in what he gave,” Byer recalled. “You would become 
the character. When I learned (his ballet) ‘Lilac Garden,’ we 
never learned a step in the first three or four rehearsals. We sat 
and talked about the characters -- what they wore, what kind of 
houses they lived in.” 

She takes a similar approach with her dancers, making time 
for discussions of characters and plot, and encouraging them  
to read literature from the time period of the ballets they are 
rehearsing. Since the troupe specializes in revivals of smaller 
works by legendary dance-makers, “the biggest challenge is 
making sure that we’re respectful to the choreographers’ original 
intent,” she said. To that end, she brings in archivists, dancers 
and directors familiar with the works to help ensure that the 
staging and choreography are faithfully preserved.

In recreating Cunningham’s “Septet,” from 1953, the 
company was coached by Carolyn Brown, one of the 
choreographer’s original dancers. The work, set to music by  
Erik Satie, is “an unusual ballet in the Cunningham canon, 
because it was the last one he did to ‘real’ music, rather than  
the controversial sound scores he used after that,” Byer said.

Friday’s program, titled “A Celebration of Legends & 
Visionaries,” also includes Tudor’s rarely seen “Soiree 
Musicale” from 1938 with costumes based on original sketches 
and staging recreated with notation done in 1962 by Ann 
Hutchinson Guest, a renowned expert on dance notation.

The company will also perform Frederick Ashton’s “Capriol 
Suite,” inspired by Renaissance dances such as the pavane and 
the galliard, and John Butler’s 1976 version of “Othello,” 
featuring dancers Steven Melendez, Joshua Andino-Nieto and 
Rie Ogura in the roles of Othello, Iago and Desdemona. 

The company’s revival of Tudor’s “Jardin aux Lilas (Lilac 
Garden),” premiered in 1936, was staged by the late ballerina 
Sallie Wilson, who danced the lead role of Caroline for 
American Ballet Theatre. The setting for the work is a farewell 
party that precedes Caroline’s entrance into a marriage of 
convenience; the man she really loves is among the guests,  
along with her fiance’s mistress. The ballet is particularly 
representative of the company’s emotive, dramatic approach  
to dance, Byer said.

“It takes incredible technical skill to do a ballet, but the  
steps are only a vehicle for becoming the character,” she said. 
“You don’t act in a Tudor ballet, you become the character.”

Tresca Weinstein is a regular contributor to the Times Union.

Read more: http://www.timesunion.com/default/article/ 
New-York-Theatre-Ballet-aims-for-the-heart-1365347.
php#ixzz1Lfdke0Zd
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