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A Personal Note



George Balanchine’s centenary year, 2004, seemed to me the appropriate moment to publish a compact biography of him. Unlike so many other artists dominant in their day, he has not receded into history since his death. Rather, in the past twenty-one years his influence has become more pervasive than ever as his ballets spread throughout the world, sometimes dominating, always enhancing the repertories they enter. And now that we can step back and consider his life as a whole with some historical perspective, the trajectory of that life and the richness of his achievement invite new examination and celebration.

I first encountered Balanchine’s work in 1948, my last year of high school, when one of my teachers, for reasons known only to herself, took a friend and me to a performance of Ballet Society at New York’s City Center. I didn’t know why I was there, but I knew that I loved what I saw. That fall, Ballet Society morphed into New York City Ballet, and since I was by then a freshman at Columbia, and the prices at the City Center were extremely low, I was able to follow the first four years of the company very closely. These were the years of Orpheus, Symphony in C, and Bourrée Fantasque; of The Four Temperaments, Concerto Barocco, and La Valse; of Maria Tallchief and Tanaquil LeClercq, Jerome Robbins and Nora Kaye and Melissa Hayden, Nicholas Magallanes and Francisco Moncion and André Eglevsky. At the time I knew very little about ballet; I only knew how elated I felt every time I watched Balanchine.

As the years—the decades—went by, and as Balanchine kept producing miracles of invention, I began to grasp the scope and depth of his genius. Eventually, as I grew more aware of ballet’s history, I came to understand his unique place in it. With his roots in the classicism of Petipa and the nineteenth-century Russian tradition, his grasp of the French Opéra ballet style, his profound understanding of ballet pedagogy, his absorption of popular dance influences from the waltz to the hornpipe to jazz to Astaire to square dance, his education by Stravinsky and Diaghilev in neoclassicism, his fearless extensions (but never betrayals) of classical technique, his genius for telling a story, his overwhelmingly sensitive response to music, he carried within him all of ballet, past and present, and was constantly redefining its future. Looking backward and looking forward were not separate matters for him; he summed up everything even as he was reinventing everything.

Like comparable geniuses in other art forms—Shakespeare, Mozart—he composed with amazing fluency and ease; works poured from him without apparent hitch or hesitation. From the very beginning of his career, between the desire and the act fell no shadow. He didn’t wait for divine inspiration—when there was something to be done, he just got to work. Always he adjusted himself to the immediate situation, whatever it was: big stage or little stage; large cast or small; money or no money; ballet, musical comedy, film, or television. And he was always fast, and practical: Situations were there to be exploited, problems were there to be solved. He was a leader, a model—both a supreme artist and a brilliant executive. To his dancers he was everything. To other choreographers he was a figure of awe. As Twyla Tharp has put it, “Balanchine is God.”

I came to know him and work with him through Lincoln Kirstein, the man who brought him to America. In the early seventies, I edited several of Kirstein’s books, beginning with The New York City Ballet, and Kirstein invited me to join a new board of directors he was assembling for that company. At first I demurred, on the grounds that I wasn’t good with rich people and couldn’t raise money. He assured me that he needed me there only because “I want someone on the board who knows ballet and will understand what to do at the critical moment”—the critical moment, I realized, being the one when Balanchine would have to be replaced. In fact, there was no real crisis when that moment came, many years later. But long before then, I had begun performing a number of tasks for the company, whose management level was overstretched. Having learned what I could from the three people in charge—Betty Cage, Eddie Bigelow, and Barbara Horgan—I was soon programming the ballet seasons and overseeing their marketing from my office, first at Alfred Knopf, then at The New Yorker. I was also involved with labor negotiations and pricing decisions, occasionally acting as company spokesman, and often traveling with the company.

Through those years I spent a considerable amount of time with Balanchine, since there were always issues to discuss. Sometimes I would stand with him in the wings watching performances, sometimes I would go to his office, and in a real crisis I would call him at home. He was always calm, always courteous, always realistic, and always impersonal. I never tried to develop a personal relationship with him—there was no need for one, and I had no wish for one. To me, too, he was a god, and I saw my role as being some kind of messenger of the gods. In fact, I couldn’t understand why he was permitting an outsider from another world, whom he hardly knew, to undertake these responsibilities. When, early on, I asked Barbara Horgan, his personal assistant, why he accepted me to the extent that he was even aware of my existence, she explained that my name—“Gottlieb”—was the German equivalent of “Amadeus,” and that the Mozart connection was good enough for him.

My impressions of Balanchine, then, come from close contact but don’t reflect the slightest touch of intimacy or even of friendship. Also, of course, I was observing him only in the last dozen years of his life. But it was a great privilege to have known him at all, and an even greater one to have been able to serve him, in however limited a way. The greatest privilege was one I shared with many others: living, from season to season, through the thirty-five years of his engagement with his City Ballet dancers. It wasn’t simply a matter of enjoying a number of wonderful performances. For people like me, the New York City Ballet, as Arlene Croce once put it, has been “our civilization.”









Chapter One

In Russia






George Balanchine was born in St. Petersburg in 1904, the year after Marius Petipa (The Sleeping Beauty) created his last ballet at the Maryinsky Imperial Theatre and the year before Michel Fokine (Les Sylphides) created his first. It was the year in which Isadora Duncan made her first appearance in Russia, encouraging Fokine and others in their impulse toward change. And within the next five years the Russian exodus to the West had begun: Pavlova to her eternal touring, Diaghilev with his Ballets Russes to Paris, with Nijinsky and Karsavina in tow. Dancers in St. Petersburg were asserting their views and demanding new rights, which led to a crackdown by management. Russian ballet, on a more or less even keel for decades (apart from the usual internecine conflicts), was in turmoil, and the conservatives chose to consider these disturbing phenomena as hotheaded rebellion rather than as necessary correctives.

The political situation was, of course, equally incendiary. On Balanchine’s first birthday, January 22, 1905, a group of protesting workers with their families were fired upon in St. Petersburg, and many of them were killed. The slide toward World War I, revolution, and communism had begun.

The immediate world Balanchine was born into, however, was not caught up directly either in politics or in ballet. George’s father, Meliton Balanchivadze, was a successful musician—a composer who specialized in folk song from his native Georgia: “The Georgian Glinka.” He was a widower in his mid-forties with two grown children when he married Maria Nikolayevna Vassilyeva, a girl less than half his age. (Their son George would also marry much younger women.) Their marriage produced three children: George came between his sister, Tamara, and his brother, Andrei. It seems to have been a happy early childhood, despite financial vicissitudes—Meliton was a good-natured, generous, perhaps somewhat profligate man, who dealt with money casually when he had it and wasn’t particularly perturbed when he didn’t: another quality he shared with his son.

In later years Balanchine reported that after winning a huge amount of money in a state lottery, Meliton not only lost it all through extravagant generosity and foolish investments, but was prosecuted for “willful bankruptcy” and sent to debtors’ prison. The children weren’t told the truth, and were surprised and delighted when their father suddenly reappeared after an absence of two years. (This is the first of several bits of the Balanchine legend that may be too good to be true—the kind of romantic exaggeration he enjoyed. The more likely story, as related years later by Andrei, is that Meliton was put under house arrest as a debtor for four months.) Fortunately, although the family had to give up their apartment in the city, they were allowed to keep their small dacha, three hours away by slow train in what is now southwestern Finland. There George spent his fifth through ninth years, studying with a tutor and taking piano lessons from a severe German lady. There was also a German nurse, who left when he was very small but whom in his old age he still recalled “with tenderness.”

Meanwhile, he and his sister and brother were leading a healthy, active outdoor life in the woods surrounding the Balanchivadze home. George remembered those years with nostalgia and affection—not only this idyllic life in the country but also his earlier time in St. Petersburg. He spoke to Solomon Volkov, author of Balanchine’s Tchaikovsky, about playing on Poklonnaya Hill, with its three ponds; about walking along the embankment of the Neva; about trips to the zoo; about how he, Tamara, and Andrei “waited impatiently for the cannon at the Fortress of Peter and Paul to boom at noon.” And there was the glory of the Orthodox liturgy, which “made a wonderful impression on me when I was a child, too. The priests came out—all dressed opulently, in gorgeous miters, looking just like saints. The boys in the church choir sing so delicately, like angels.” As he said to Volkov, “Childhood impressions are always the most powerful,” and the beauty and power of the Orthodox liturgy never lost their hold on him.

 

For a family like his, the question of a secure future for the children was preeminent. Since there was very little money, a state education was essential, and the most obvious route to one for young George was the army or navy: One of his older half-brothers was an officer, and there were other family connections to the military. When he was nine, his mother took him and his sister into St. Petersburg so that he could apply for entrance to the Imperial Naval Academy and Tamara could take the examination for the Imperial School of Ballet and Theater—she had ambitions as a dancer. At the Naval Academy they discovered that it was too late for him to apply for the current year; at the ballet school Tamara failed the exam (she had also failed it the year before, though she would pass a year later), but a casual suggestion by a passing official resulted in George’s taking the exam, too—about fifty boys were trying out.

The candidates were not expected to dance. After a medical examination they had to walk back and forth before a panel of leading dancers, teachers, and administrators, who judged them by their physical appearance, their energy, their carriage. George was one of the nine boys accepted, apparently having caught the attention of an important ballerina, Olga Preobrajenska. (Again, there’s another version of these events, which suggests that the year before George took the exam, his father had prepared the way by approaching the school about him. This account has less dramatic impact, but it has the ring of likelihood: As a well-known musician, Meliton would certainly have had connections at the Maryinsky. Of course, it’s possible that George wasn’t aware of his father’s action.)

There was nothing remarkable in a child from a respectable family but without financial prospects being launched into a specialized education this way: Alexandra Danilova, for instance, who was to become George’s unofficial wife during the Diaghilev years, was another such case. Not only would children like these be educated at state expense, but when they graduated after eight or nine years, they would be more or less guaranteed jobs in the ballet company itself, and eventually pensions. The Balanchivadzes’ decision to take advantage of this opportunity was sensible and practical. What was remarkable was that on the very afternoon of the examination and George’s acceptance in the school, his mother left him there and returned home. In the morning, he had set out to apply for the Naval Academy; in the evening, he was alone in an alien circumstance, committed to studying an art he had no interest in—he had never even seen a ballet. The military life, even the life of the church, had more appeal for him. Not surprisingly, he hated what had happened and immediately ran away, finding his way through the city to the home of his “Aunt” Nadia (she was actually a cousin). Knowing that this escapade could lead to instant dismissal, Nadia brought him straight back to the school and left him there.

 

George’s first year at the theater school was an unhappy one—later he often referred to himself as having been “stuck” there (“My parents stuck me in a ballet school when I was small”). The work was basic and mechanical: During the first year, students were not exposed to actual performances and had very little notion of what they were working toward and what the drudgery of repeated exercises might lead to. He was not successful in most of his academic subjects, receiving poor grades in everything but music and religion. And he had trouble making friends. In the early photographs of him, one can hardly miss a look of superiority, almost of disdain, certainly of wariness. The other boys called him “Rat,” presumably because of the sniff—or tic—that exposed his front teeth (and that was to be a notorious physical attribute all his life). “Rat” is hardly an affectionate nickname. At one point during his early years another boy teased him so relentlessly that, as he told Bernard Taper, his first and best biographer, he “threw himself on his adversary so violently that he broke the other boy’s collarbone”—a unique loss of control. Throughout his life he was known for rarely expressing his anger.

He was extremely lonely. On weekends and holidays almost all the other children went home, but his home was hours away, and apart from occasional day-trips to the dacha with Aunt Nadia, he was left in the school. Toward the end of his life he would tell Volkov, “On Saturday the school was deserted, for two days. It was sad and lonely to be left. You’d go to church and stand there for some time…. You had to fill time before dinner. I would go to the reception hall and play the piano. There was no one there, total emptiness.” And he read a lot—the usual boys’ books of the time: Jules Verne, Sherlock Holmes, Nick Carter, The Last of the Mohicans. All the youngest students were aware that this first year was probationary; it must have been a time for George not only of isolation and unhappiness but of tension.

Within a few years, though, he was being noticed. Danilova, a year ahead of George in the school, was to write, “I became aware of one boy in particular—George Balanchine. He was not yet handsome, but he was interesting looking, with piercing eyes; he seemed somehow special…. George had a nice disposition, but while the rest of us were busy getting into mischief, he mostly kept to himself. He seemed very serious for his years.” Others were aware of him, too. A young soloist in the company, Felia Doubrovska—in 1929 she would be the original Siren in Balanchine’s The Prodigal Son—remembered noticing how intensely observant and judgmental he was, and thinking, There’s a little boy who doesn’t miss a thing.

In his second year, a passion for ballet was finally ignited in him: For the first time, as was usual for children at this point in their training, he was taken to the theater to participate in a performance. The ballet was The Sleeping Beauty. “I was Cupid, a tiny Cupid. It was Petipa’s choreography. I was set down on a golden eagle. And suddenly everything opened! A crowd of people, an elegant audience. And the Maryinsky Theater all light blue and gold! And suddenly the orchestra started playing. I sat on the cage in indescribable ecstasy enjoying it all—the music, the theater, and the fact that I was onstage. Thanks to Sleeping Beauty I fell in love with ballet.”

He was not the only one for whom this was true. Sleeping Beauty was the work that crystallized in both Anna Pavlova and the artist Léon Bakst their passion for ballet. Stravinsky loved Tchaikovsky’s great score. Diaghilev more or less bankrupted his company by mounting Sleeping Beauty in London for three months in 1921. And one could argue that what fully awakened the United States to the grandeur of classical ballet was the triumph of Margot Fonteyn as Beauty’s Aurora during the first New York season, in 1949, of the Sadler’s Wells Ballet. Balanchine’s love for The Sleeping Beauty would last his entire life: In his final years he was still contemplating presenting it at the New York City Ballet.

 

From then on George appeared in countless ballets at the Maryinsky. He was in the dance sequences of Tchaikovsky’s operas The Queen of Spades and Eugene Onegin, and he took part in Petipa’s The Pharaoh’s Daughter; that was the first time he received an anonymous credit, “Monkey—A Student,” a role in which he scampered about in the trees and for which, he told Taper, he had a special affinity. He was in other Petipa ballets, of course—Raymonda (an Arab boy), Don Quixote (a Spanish boy), Paquita, Esmeralda, The Corsair. He was in Swan Lake and The Nutcracker. “Yes, I was in it,” he said about the latter, when in 1954 he created his version for City Ballet: “Mouse, Hoop—everything, just like everybody else.” In fact, his most successful role as a student was in the Hoop Dance, which he would re-create in his own production as “Candy Canes,” in a sequence, he went out of his way to say, that was “absolutely authentic, from Russia.” That this role was a specialty of his confirms Danilova’s recollection that “his distinguishing features…were speed, musicality, a big jump, and a sharp attack,” and that he was destined to end up as a character dancer rather than as a danseur noble. He did, though, also appear in Nutcracker as the Child-Prince, whose mime he was to reproduce, unchanged, decades later.

During his years in the school, Balanchine was working hard at becoming a musician, practicing whenever he could find the time (and a piano). This eventually led to his being invited by senior students to accompany them during school graduation performances, which in turn led to his being noticed by teachers, dancers, and the school administrators. In 1919 he entered the Conservatory of Music, which was under the direction of Alexander Glazunov, the renowned composer of Raymonda. There he studied not only piano but harmony, counterpoint, and composition. He also experimented with the violin, the French horn, the drums, and the trumpet. His professor of piano, Sofia Frantsevna Zurmullen, appraised him thus:


Talented and very musical. He worked under the most difficult conditions. For the first year and a half he was a pupil of the State Ballet School, did not have his own instrument, and could only play in the large theater hall, which involved great inconveniences. Finishing the school, he continued to live there under the same conditions and only in March of this year [1922] did he acquire an instrument for himself. His ballet activity left him exhausted…. I hope that he will be able to finish the Conservatory successfully.



This he never did, but as the dance historian Yuri Slonimsky—a close friend from this period—summed it up: “Balanchine in those years made himself into a professional musician.”


He was also beginning to choreograph. When he was sixteen, in 1920, he received permission to create a pas de deux for the annual school performance—La Nuit, set to a romance by Anton Rubinstein. According to Danilova, it was “a sexy number,” involving a revolutionary one-arm lift in arabesque. The girl was Olga Mungalova, with whom he fell in love—“She had exquisitely beautiful legs. Every acrobatic trick was a snap for her.” Mikhail Baryshnikov has reported that La Nuit was still being performed in Russia in his day. In 1921, when George was graduated (with honors) from the school, he followed the standard path into the Maryinsky corps de ballet, with a clear future in the company ahead of him—if he chose to accept it. But events, both in the dance world and the larger world, were to make that path unacceptable to him.

 

Balanchine’s later years in ballet school coincided with the outbreak of World War I and the Russian Revolution. Toward the end of 1917, the year of the Revolution, both the school and the company were shut down. The country was experiencing civil war, and the quick succession of governments—from czarist to Kerensky’s socialism to Lenin’s communism—resulted in chaos and severe deprivation. George’s father had left for Tiflis (now Tbilisi), where he was to become minister of culture in what was momentarily the Republic of Georgia. With the school shut, George moved in with his mother, sister, and brother, but in early 1918, his family left St. Petersburg (renamed Petrograd) to join his father. George, just fourteen, was never to see his parents or his sister again.


While waiting for the school to reopen, he was living a hand-to-mouth existence with Aunt Nadia, scrounging for food like everyone else. Slonimsky sums up the period: “The civil war, the blockade…Petrograd, it seemed, was dying. The streets were empty, the windows of inactive shops were boarded up or broken. Transport…often came to a halt for lack of electricity and gasoline. Lights often went out, throwing the streets and apartments into darkness. Hunger and cold tormented everyone.” George took any job he could find—playing piano for silent films, messenger boy, saddler’s assistant—working not for money but “for whatever scraps of food his employers could spare or for…some matches or some soap, perhaps, that might be bartered for a crust of bread.” He would walk for miles to find peasants in the countryside with whom he could trade salt he had saved for potatoes. With some other students he would steal from government supplies—if apprehended, they could have been executed—and cats were regularly caught, strangled, and cooked. “Sometimes we were given horse feed,” Danilova remembers. “The horses, meanwhile, were dropping dead in the streets. During the night, people would come with knives and take whatever they could from the carcasses; in the morning there would be only bones.” Naturally everyone was hungry, she writes, “and began to develop boils—at one time I had five, but that was nothing compared with George, who had thirty.”

In 1918 Anatoly Lunacharsky, the Bolshevik commissar of education, succeeded in convincing Lenin that ballet was not a decadent art but something from which the proletariat might benefit. The school and the theater were reopened, but performances were at first limited to interludes at long, intense political meetings—Taper reports that Balanchine, forty years later, could still “give a telling imitation, both ludicrous and frightening, of a Trotsky harangue he once heard from the Maryinsky wings.” When regular performances finally resumed, the audience sat in the freezing theater—there was no fuel to heat it. “The water froze in the pipes and they burst,” Balanchine told Volkov. “Ice floated in the sinks. The corps de ballet wore long-sleeved T-shirts under their costumes. But what could the poor prima dancers do? They got pneumonia, one after the other.”

What in all likelihood kept Balanchine, whose health was delicate, from physical breakdown during this long period of deprivation was his introduction to the family of a young girl he first met in 1920. Her name was Tamara Zheverzheyeva, later Gevergeyeva, ultimately Geva. When he fell in love with her, about two years later, she was fifteen and he was three years older. Tamara—a beautiful, lively ash blonde—wasn’t a product of the state school but was taking classes there at night. They began to see each other and perform together in nightclubs around the city—at times Tamara would sing to George’s accompaniment. Then, as Geva put it, “As time rolled on, our friendship gave way to a more intimate relationship.” By then Balanchine had moved into the large Zheverzheyev apartment. The father had made a fortune from manufacturing religious objects and cloth, owned a vast collection of valuable books, and had built an experimental theater and a museum, which he was being allowed by the Bolsheviks to run, although most of his property had been confiscated: Under the new regime there was no need for religious artifacts.

Tamara’s father took to George, who had (she would one day write) “so many qualities that Father admired—talent, nonconformity, the determination to follow his own course and convictions despite any opposition.” He also enjoyed George’s piano playing, particularly of Wagner. And he was happy to give George a place to stay and food to eat. According to Tamara, one day her father said to the two young people, “Why don’t you get married? I mean it. It is obvious that you are crazy about each other. Whether it is puppy love or a real one doesn’t matter. Time will settle that. If you find out it was a mistake, you can always get a divorce. Meanwhile, I would feel easier if you were married.” “Why not!” George said. “Why not!” Tamara echoed. That’s how it came about, she wrote, “and I challenge anyone to match this romantic proposal.” Actually, George himself was to challenge it decades later, telling Volkov, “I heard a story going around that it was Zheverzheyev’s idea that Tamara and I get married. Nothing of the kind, it never happened. Zheverzheyev paid no attention to Tamara and me, he was totally engrossed in his unique collection. I lived at the Zheverzheyev house; I had nowhere else to go…. Zheverzheyev demanded Wagner of me, that’s true. But to marry Tamara, no. Tamara and I got married on our own.” Who knows? Geva’s memoirs, Split Seconds, are
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