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Kudelka: Ballet from the inside

by Marion Frazer

James Kudelka is 21. This in
itself is not an earthshaking matter,
but when viewed in conjunction
with other facts: that he is a first
soloist for the National Ballet
Company, has choreographed for
seven years and has attained a
degree of skill at that art sufficient
to admit one of his ballets to the
Company repertoire, Kudelka's
youth is remarkable. In a recent
interview with the Gazette, Kudelka
offered a glimpse of ballet from the
inside. His discussion brought
ballet a little out of the realm of
ethereal fantasy and into the
practical world. It is a career, with
as many hassles, hazards, money
worries and rewards as any other. |f
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it is set apart, perhaps this is
because ballet, a physical art form
depends on the ability of the mind
and the imagination to create with
the body. Kudelka spoke entertain-
ingly of his methods, particularly in
regard to his new ballet, “A Party”
(performed very successfully in the
Cohn Friday night).

The creation of “A Party”, as
Kudelka describes it, was really
exciting, a case more or less of
spontaneous generation. Relates
Kudelka, “The idea actually came
on me very quickly. In two days |
went from no idea to a scenario. |
was working on another ballet
altogether... and when I'm working
on ballets, | always have extra
music around to listen to when | get
tired. My music that night was by
Benjamin Britten. | just heard one
little thing in it that reminded me
of someone in the Company. From
there, | found more and more things
that reminded me of people and |
came up with a running story.”

For those who have not seen “A
Party”, it is a ‘dramatic’ as opposed
to an “abstract” (plotless) ballet.
Kudelka’'s “Party” is a display case
for “types” (“The Shy Girl”, “The
Boring Couple” “The Chic Couple”
etc.) yet there is subtle interaction
among the “party-goers” which
develops both their personalities
and a plot. The party situation is
strikingly familiar and becomes
increasingly involving as the piece
progresses. People drift from part-
ner to partner; the “Shy Girl” is hurt
by a callous playboy; incidents
occur which the participants may or
may not wish to remember as the
party goes on. Kudlka's choreo-
graphy is particularly remarkable
for its incorporation of ‘“body
language” we recognize as ‘“‘party”
into the medium of ballet.

Speaking of his methods, he
remarks, “l often go against the
music. |f the music is mad, crazy, |
go against that and move smoothly.
Characterization comes from the
shape of the body- not necessarily
what the face is doing because only
the people sitting in the front rows
can see the face. The test of a ballet
is whether the people in the back
rows can get the nuances.” He was
probably sitting in a back row Fiday
night trying to guage audience
reaction. Especially as his ballet
was designed to be performed in a
much closer environment than the
“Cohen’s- a church!

“A Party” was originally a “Work-
shop” production. The National
Ballet allows three weeks for its
members to plan and perform their
own creations. It's budding choreo-
graphers are given student stage
designers, a fairly reasonable bud-
get, a small theatre (or church) to
perform in and their choice of any
dancer in the company to dramatize
their productions. (Obviously, if
eight productions are asking for the
same dancer, something’s got to
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Says Kudelka, "Usually people
are quite willing to do workshop
‘Cause it's- not a bad thing to do.
More of the dancers work during the
workshop than they do during a lot
of other periods and its a creative
process, which is always exciting.
We're learning a new ballet and
that's what we're always screaming
for- to learn new ballets.”

Some may wonder how dancers
“learn' a ballet. How, for instance,
do we know that “Swan Lake” is
always going to be composed of the
same movements? Usually, Kudel-
ka tells us, a new ballet is simply
taught by someone who knows it.
For example, Nureyev came ' up
from New York to teach his new
version of the “Sleeping Beauty" to
the National Ballet.

Dances can, however, be “written
down.” The National Ballet uses a
form of recording called “Bemish
notation™ for its new ballets. It is
also used by physiotherapy to
describe unusual movements for
remedial purposes. Apparently a
“quick” form of describing dances,
it has “The Sleeping Beauty” down
in a mere “couple of volumes”. (A

longer form, “Labin” notation,
would “probably fill an entire
library” though it is extremely

precise.) There is one “Library" of
ballets in England, though none as
yet in Canada.

Unfortunately, a choreographer
cannot “copywrite” a ballet. There
is constant borrowing (and steal-
ing). Kudelka was a little rueful
about this. “l couldn’t help feeling a
bit apprehensive when | saw my
ballet going into the repertoire and |
had not¥ protection for it.” It is
“nice,” of course, that dancers
should be thought to be such
generous artists that they would
simply hand over their work to add
to the general corpus. Still, if we
want to see good new materials
perhaps it might be inspirational to
aspiring choreographers to know
that they have some control over
what happens to their work.

Everybody likes the Classics, but
we are lucky that the National
Company provides some incentive
(in the form of well organized
Workshops) to encourage new art.
An entirely different situation,
reported Kudelka, is existent in
Britain. “There are people in the

company now”, he told the Gazette,
“from the Royal Ballet in London,
we can't believe that we have this,
that it's done on company time.
They have to apply to an organiza-
tion in England and they get a
minimum amount of money. Dan-
cers have to volunteer to do it and
they come in after hours, so you
very rarely get any principal dan-
cers.” Perhaps this contrasting
situation indicates an wunusual
openness {n our National Company
to new material. As choreograhers
must first be dancers, it seems
reasonable to seek fresh talent
among members of the ballet
companies. If James Kudelka's in
any way typifies the kind of ability
likely to be surfacing in the next few
years, Canadian ballet has a lot to
look forward to.




