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Paul Holdengräber:
Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber, and I'm the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library, known as LIVE from the New York Public Library. As all of you know, my goal here at the library is to make a heavier institution dance and when successful to make it levitate.

It's a great pleasure to welcome you tonight. Next year we will be celebrating our 10th anniversary of LIVE from New York Public Library. Some of you may not be aware that the library houses a major archive of dance as well as a research library dedicated solely to the performing arts.

The New York Public Library for the performing arts, Dorothy and Lewis B. Cullman Center is a hub for creative and scholarly activity in the performing arts and will celebrate its 50th anniversary in 2015.

The Jerome Robbins Dance Division at LPA, is one of the few places in the world where the public can view legendary performances of the past and explore the personal archives of noted dancers and choreographers, including Baryshnikov, Robbins, and Cunningham.

I think that my guest tonight has made some good use of these materials and I really hope he will continue to. These archives are a lifeline for the dance community. I encourage you to become a member and support their great work, our great work by joining as a friend of the library for the performing arts.

I also want to recognize some of the great friends of the LPA, and the Dance Division who are here with us tonight. New York Public Library Trustee, Lewis Cullman and his wife, Louise Hirschfeld, Anne Bass, and the friends of the Dance Division.

Allen Greenberg of the Jerome Robbins Foundation. Elizabeth O'Brien, Chair and members of the Committee of the Dance Division, Jacqueline Z. Davis, the Barbara G. and Lawrence A. Fleischman, Executive Director of the LPA. Jan Schmidt, the Curator of the Jerome Robbins Dance Division, also of the New York Public Library for the performing arts.

Tonight is an inaugural event we co‑present with a just inaugurated center for ballet and arts at NYU. The director of this new and ambitious center, Jennifer Homans, the author of "Apollo's Angels, the History of Ballet."

Published in 2010, it was named one of the top 10 books of the year by the New York Times, is here to say a few words about The Center for Ballet and the Arts, and to briefly introduce Alexei Ratmansky before our conversation together.

Please warmly welcome, Jennifer Homans to the LIVE from New York Public Library stage, Jennifer.

[applause]

Jennifer Homans:  
Thank you very much, Paul. I'm so happy to be here. I have just a couple of things to say to you before I turn over the stage to Paul and to Alexei Ratmansky. The first is to say that you're here at the beginning. As Paul said, this is the first in a series of conversations on ballet and the arts co‑presented by The Center for Ballet and the Arts in the New York Public Library.

The idea is to bring an artist of the dance to talk about his or her life and work with Paul or another leading figure who is not a dancer, so a dancer and not a dancer. You're here too, at the beginning of the Center for the Ballet and the Arts, which just opened.

You can read about us in your program and I encourage you, I was told to say this, to go to our website. Join our mailing list please. What I want to tell you just very briefly why we exist, and why we invited you all here tonight.

The Center exists to bring together two worlds which are too often kept separate. Those two worlds are really the life of the mind, and the life of the body, thinking and ballet. When I was a dancer, I had the following encounter with a Russian teacher, Madame Dourdan at the School of American Ballet.

She said to me, "Make nice first position Jenny. Not this, this." She took her little stick and she poked at my feet. I said, "Why?" She said, "Do." I said, "Why?" We were locked into this encounter for several minutes while everyone stood hushed, waiting to see the outcome.

The outcome was that this was really a confrontation that turned into a conversation that lasted for years about why we do the things we do. Why we dance the way we dance. That's really what the Center is about. It's a research center, a think tank for ballet and the performing arts, a place to make dances and to talk, and think, and study dancing, a center that does and a center that thinks.

In our programs we bring dancers, choreographers, and artists of the stage, together with writer, scholars of philosophy, the history of art, literature, music, psychology, physics, mathematics pretty much across the board to talk and to do, to collaborate, and to listen.

We're located at New York University, because it's a great place of knowledge, a great research institution spanning the arts and sciences. We're here tonight at the New York Public Library because it too, of course, is a great research institution and one of the most important public universities that we have.

When Paul and I first discussed working together, I said to him, "You're a scholar. You have a background in literature, and you interview extraordinary people. I've seen Jesse Norman. I've seen [inaudible 06:37] . I've seen Mike Tyson. But you rarely, have you ever, worked with a dancer or a choreographer? Let's do a conversation with a dance artist."

He looked in me, in that way that Paul has, as if I had just proposed a marriage, which, I suppose, in a way I had. He said, "Yes, let's do it. Where do we begin?" So here we are tonight, and we're both exceptionally pleased that Alexei Ratmansky has agreed to be here with us for this first event, especially since this is such a busy week for him.

His new ballet, "Pictures at an Exhibition" just had its world premiere at the New York City Ballet. I encourage you to all go. It's being performed again tomorrow night. Now you will find many details of Alexei's impressive work and career in your program, so I'm not going to take the time to list them all for you now.

But I will draw your attention, if I may, to one point. That is just how extraordinary his biography is. Consider born in Leningrad in the former USSR in 1968, 1968, a year that saw a wave of radical, even revolutionary events, across Europe and the west.

He was trained in the USSR during the Cold War. He's worked in the Ukraine, in Western Europe, in Putin's Russia at the Bolshoi, and now he's settled in New York where he's an important figure, both at American Ballet Theater and at New York City Ballet, not to mention in theaters and cities around the world.

His career and his life have spanned both east and west, the Cold War, the 20th and the 21st centuries. It's a big life and a significant body of work, so there's lot's to talk about. What we're doing here tonight is crossing borders, geographic borders, temporal borders, linguistic borders, and the borders that have too often been set up between words and dancing.

I don't think of this as translation. Alexei's dances stand for themselves, but that doesn't mean that we can't also learn something new by talking about them with him. We're here tonight to listen to a conversation, a conversation about life, a conversation about work, about ideas, and about dancing, about ballet, and the arts. To begin that conversation, please welcome Paul Holdengraber.

[applause]

[music]

[applause]

Paul:  
We couldn't really hear the Frank Sinatra song, "Come Dance with Me". The reason I played it was because of the seven words you submitted to me. Over the years, many of you know, I've asked my guests to give me a biography of themselves in seven words, a haiku of sorts, or, if you're very modern, a tweet.

[laughter]

Paul:  
I didn't know one of the words. One of the seven words was unknown to me when you sent it to me this morning. My wife said, "It's a word used in Frank Sinatra song, 'Come Dance with Me.' Hey there cutes, put on your dancing boots. Come dance with me. Come dance with me. What an evening for the Terpsichore." I didn't know what the word Terpsichore was.

[laughter]

Paul:  
Through Frank Sinatra, my wife having a good formal education, I was able to understand your seven words. Your seven words are "Serving Terpsichore non‑stop and loving it."

[laughter]

Paul:  


Alexei Ratmansky, welcome here.

[applause]

Alexei Ratmansky:  
Thanks. Thank you.

Paul:  
I'd love to start with choreography, obviously. Can you remember at which point you started imagining choreography while listening to music?

Alexei:  
I remember two moments clearly. It was during my school years. The first moment was, I was trying to organize some kind of a performances, I don't know why it happened, for my classmates and friends, it was a little drama scenes.

I wrote down the words for their roles. I rehearsed it. We were going to perform. I was going to this rehearsal. They were very, I told them, there is a rehearsal after the school finishes and no one argued. I think it was a lot of energy from my side.

I was going in corridor to this rehearsal and I felt that there is so much energy inside that I was almost flying, not walking. I registered this moment to remember thinking, what is it? Why is it happening? I haven't experienced that yet. It was a very good feeling. I felt that it's going to lead me somewhere. I felt that it was an important moment.

Paul:  


It did lead you somewhere.

Alexei: 
I think so, yeah. Then, another moment was during the music classes, we had the classes in musical history and theory. We had to listen to the music, put the LPs down and the music sounded. I just started dancing inside my head. It was a little screen, a little TV up there.

Paul:  


How old were you?

Alexei:  
I think 12 or 13. I thought that it's very amusing to move the little figures inside my head according to the music that I hear, make little compositions, and I clearly see the movements and where they go. After I discovered that, each next musical lesson was a lot of pleasure. I was waiting for it.

Paul:  


As you're saying...

Alexei:  
I started to do this little Ballets on my head. Then I was very sad that it can't be recorded. I can't remember what was there. I was practicing, just imagining things.

Paul:  


You couldn't remember because...

Alexei:  


It just passes, it passes very quickly.

Paul:  


On that screen.

Alexei:  


That's right.

Paul:  
I asked you a question. If all music can be turned into dance, and you've said that you hesitate to use Bach, Mozart and Beethoven because it's too majestic. What do you mean exactly?

Alexei:  
I guess, not all of it as too majestic, as beautiful as it is and it's as serious as it is as an art form. I think it's still just dancing. Ballet is just dancing. We can't compete with a literature with philosophy.

Paul:  


Really?

Alexei:  
I don't think we can, no. I think dance originally comes from very simple emotions like you're having party, you drink, you have a good time, you have your friends around...

Paul:  


You dance.

Alexei:  
...and you start dancing, and it comes very naturally. It's where the dance comes from. That's the origin, so that I think. In ancient cultures there were some ritual dances where you try to connect to the presence of a God or the universal laws or something.

Still I think when we do Ballet sometimes trying to say things that are not organic for Ballet, too complicated things. In that sense the music could, it is a bit more abstract, and a bit more universal language I think. Yet, it does make sense.

Paul:  
It makes sense and yet, when you say it's just dance and you say maybe not that serious and we might get to this a bit later a lot of the work you have done has been based on very serious music.

Alexei:  
Right, and sometimes serious themes, but I was experimenting. By doing those things I learned that everything could be done in dance and Ballet.

Going back to your previous question, I think, with giants like Mozart or Bach or Beethoven, they say very important things always about the whole universe, about how this world is going on. We probably should not compete with that, even though I know some Ballet staged to a musical Bach or Mozart.

Paul:  


Do you think you have that ambition to do it someday?

Alexei:  


Doubt it, but...

[laughter]

Alexei:  


...we don't know what happens tomorrow. It might change.

Alexei:  
I'm not saying that it could not be danced, but I'm just saying that...

Paul:  


You don't feel.

Alexei:  


...I don't feel that it's a thing for me to do.

Paul:  
Let's go back in time to your origins, not 1968 but 10 years later, the Bolshoi. Did you have to be talked into going into Ballet?

Alexei:  


Yes, but I didn't resist much.

[laughter]

Alexei:  
I think listening to the music I was dancing around like many kids do. Friends and the family would say, "Oh, he needs to go to the Ballet school or something." Then, I think by accident being in Moscow with my dad we just saw the poster, the announcement that the Bolshoi School holds auditions. The next question was, "Would you like to do that?" I said, "Yes." I think that was it.

My parents and my aunt who lived in Moscow, and we stayed with her, they were all saying that it's not possible to get in because the competition is so huge, like 100 kids for one place, but somehow by miracle I ended up in there.

Paul:  
Let's look at image number eight of your teacher and I'd like to you to say something about, there you can see him on the screen.

Alexei:  


Yes. His name is Pyotr Pestov.

Paul:  
You speak about him and I'd like to learn what you learned from him?

Alexei:  
I only had him for three years, for three last years. Five years before that I was dreaming to get into his class. I remember once I stopped him in a corridor and this is an unheard thing, you don't speak to the teacher in a corridor. I had to.
Paul:  


You don't because of the hierarchy.

Alexei:  
Exactly, yeah. I think I was trembling and sweating, but I did, and I said, "I would love to be in your class, sorry."

[laughter]

Alexei:  
He didn't answer anything. He looked at me and he passed. The next year I find myself in his class. I don't know if it's connected, those two moments. Anyway, he was super strict. He was worried. When you speak and you can't, dah, dah, dah, dah, dah, you do that.

Paul:  


Stutter.

Alexei:  


Stutter.

Paul:  


Stutter.

Alexei:  
Yeah, stutter. He was doing that. You would be almost dying waiting for him to finish his phrase. I can tell many stories.

Paul:  


Kind of you.

[laughter]

Alexei:  
You lift your leg in adagio and then he stops the music. Slowly he walks towards you, you are not allowed to bring the leg down. You're trying to keep it up and [laughs] you see him coming to you. Then he starts in his manner.

[laughter]

Paul:  


It might have been a technique on his part, the stutter.

Alexei:  
He was saying how bad you are and that you will never, many, many things and what is wrong with your body and your behavior and stuff, and you still have to still have to keep this leg up. If you go down you are out of the room, and then you need to wait. Next lesson you're not in.

You'll stay in the corridor, you wait for him. You apologize and you ask to be part of the class. It's not necessarily he allows you in. Depends on his mood.

It's all scary stories, but the truth is that he was an amazing, an amazing teacher. His own vision, his own system. I can name few virtues of his method.

First of all is covering the space. You stay here, you [inaudible 21:30] , and then when you jump you land on one leg, you have to cover two meters, you have to cover enormous amount of space. This is a very beautiful thing that use a lot in the choreography. Another thing was not to make any sound when you land, no matter how high you jump or how much energy you have. If you make a sound you're out of the room.

[laughter]

Paul:  


This is among the virtues of him that you mentioned, yeah.

[laughter]

Alexei:  
Many things like that. Transitional steps, very clean, very unlike, because Russian dance, vulgarising it of course, but it's all about big effects, what in‑between doesn't matter so much, and usually it's not clean, it's not articulated well. He was very western oriented in that sense.

He passed away two years ago, I think. From this class there are three artistic directors, I think. Vladimir Malakhov in Berlin, Yuri Burlaka, who was a director of the Bolshoi after I left.

Paul:  


And you on the far.

Alexei:  


I'm standing by him.

Paul:  
Just what I understand from this is just a sheer level of discipline.

Alexei:  


It's a war time discipline. Unlike Jennifer, we didn't ask why, we didn't...

[laughter]

Alexei:  
...we didn't question anything. This is the way Russian school goes, and the teachers, not only him, he was an extreme example of it. I think if anyone in the auditorium experienced, Russian teachers they are all very strict, because they got this knowledge and they feel obliged to...

Paul:  


Did you have the why question in your mind?

Alexei:  
I had the why question in my mind. This class was him from the first day, from first year. By the time I got in, they were completely zombied. They couldn't speak. If he would ask a question, they were so afraid of him. I was not in that tensed state yet, so I did answer the questions. I think he respected me for that.

Paul:  
I'd like to play a clip of Maya Plisetskaya dancing Isadora Duncan, a clip that was meaningful to you and also show the image number seven. Clip number one and image number seven. First clip number one.

[music]

Paul:  


Image number seven, if you could. You idolized her.

Alexei:  
I did, yeah. I watched all of her. I watched all of her performances. She was dancing quite a lot when I was in school. It was very hard to get into the theater. It was like hundreds of people asking for extra ticket.

Paul:  


How did you get in?

Alexei:  
I would come hour and a half before. I never try the stage door and all the other doors and talked to all the people who checked the tickets and tell them I am from Ballet school, I would love to be there. Usually I was in, no tickets of course but standings hour up.

Even more than her dancing, because she was in her 60s, I think then, quite amazing. It was the way she bowed afterwards, after the performance, for half an hour or 40 minutes people would...

[laughter]

Alexei:  
She would bow because there was applause. She didn't just bow.

[laughter]

Alexei:  
The applause would not stop for that long. Then she had crazy fans who climb up the stalls and throw flowers. There was a shower of flowers falling down for half an hour, and they would scream Maya is a genius.

It was a performance that they would never forget. It was so exciting, so unbelievable. Of course, her charisma, her stage presence, like a magnet, you can't take your eyes off her, whatever she does, even if she just stands there.

I was trying to analyze later on, what is her secret? How does she do that? Of course it's the personal beauty and the self‑confidence and the extreme physique, the long neck and unbelievably long arms, but also her musicality. She and music was one thing. You can see it in this clip clearly.

Paul:  
Tell me something. This word musicality, you use it often. You've been often called the most, the choreographer with the greatest sense of musicality. What does that quite mean? What does it mean for you? Not that you're called that, but musicality.

Alexei:  
I think if you listen to the music from the dancer's point of view, there are few levels, few layers, I would say. The rhythm, the melody, the orchestral sound, and it all could and should, and must reflect in your plestic, in your movements.

You can do different, you can play, you can show the rhythm with your feet, you can show the melody with your upper body, with your neck, with your arms, with the dynamic of your spine, of your back you can express the orchestral sound. Most of the times, the most musical dancers have it from nature. It also could be taught, I think.

Paul:  
I know that. When I came to, I had the privilege of coming to one of your rehearsals, and you said to one of the dancers, there are two notes I don't see in your body.

Alexei:  


Right, he got it yesterday. He did it.

[laughter]

Paul:  
Oh, good. For someone as ignorant as myself about this, I was so impressed by the fact that that's...

Alexei:  


It's very simple.

Paul:  


What does it mean?

Alexei:  
It's the movement and the music. We see the movement, we hear the music at the same time. It has got to be connected. It got to be one thing. Otherwise it's like blurry picture on a TV, you don't get the complete sense of what's happening.

Paul:  
In a sense you've answered this question. If you feel you had a regular childhood.

Alexei:  
Yeah, much so. In the school despite all the disciplinary thing we were very happy and we played around. We were not allowed out, but in Moscow...

Paul:  


Out of...?

Alexei:  
...out of the building. My parents lived in Kiev, but I was at the Bolshoi School in Moscow. I spend weekends with my aunt who still lives in Moscow. During the day if we go out we would stay, there was a little courtyard inside. Actually very, very good building, fine building. For the last three years we were allowed out, we would need to sign where we go. I took an advantage. I saw Bolshoi performances every month.

Paul:  


You sneaked in.

Alexei:  
Yes, every time Maya danced, but she was not allowed. Vasiliev, Maximova, Levrovsky, [inaudible][30:33] and all this, golden stars of the era. I saw them all. I also went to drama performances and exhibitions.

Paul:  
I want to show image number 15 and have you talk a little bit about why the theater mattered to you so much.

Alexei:  


It's Taganka theater in Moscow.

Paul:  


Yeah.

Alexei:  
It was the most popular theater, you couldn't get in, and it was, the static was daring, it was not social realism. Is it called that? Totalistic realism?

Paul:  


Yeah.

Alexei:  


Never mind. It was very theatrical.

Paul:  


What did you see there?

Alexei:  
I saw many, many things, [inaudible][31:26] from Master Margarita.

Paul:  


Which had a big influence on you, Bulgakov.

Alexei:  
In a sense, yeah. I just experienced Drama Theater for the first time seriously in my life. Taking all the information that I could. Also, the fact that it was very hard to get in and I managed to do that. That was a...

[laughter]

Paul:  


That seems to be something you like.

Alexei:  
They can say, "I'm in Taganka Theater." and everybody would go, "Oh, Okay."

Paul:  
I see a pattern. But also, the man who ran the Theater just died.

Alexei:  


Yeah, he died this week.

Paul: 
 


How do you pronounce his name?

Alexei:  


Lu‑bi‑mov.

Paul:  


Yeah, he died at age 97.

Alexei:  


That's right.

Paul:  
He was born before the Revolution, in September of 1917. Just reading his obituary, which I think appeared in the New York Times yesterday, was extraordinary.

Alexei:  
Yeah, he's a big figure. I'm not sure I would like all the performances they saw then, now. I think it's very much of this time period. He started in the '60s. I saw it at the beginning of '80s. Then he had to leave Russia for a few years.

Paul:  


Yeah.

Alexei:  


His passport was taken. He was...

Paul:  
Yeah. Everything was unknown. Yeah. I want to show a couple of clips of performances you might have been exposed to and have you talk a little bit about them. If we could, show parts of clip four, please.

[music]

Paul:  


Spartacus.

Alexei:  
This is Spartacus, yeah, one of the signature Bolshoi ballets. I saw Vasiliev and I saw a few others doing it. What can I say?

Paul:  


I knew there would be moments like this.

Alexei:  


Yeah.

Paul:  


Say what comes to you now.

[laughter]

Alexei:  


Okay. I don't think I like it.

[applause]

Alexei:  
It definitely was very influential. We thought it was the best thing in ballet that could happen. Vasiliev in the air, his arms open and he's flying towards the stars and the corps de ballet doing these wild gestures, with wild fire in the eyes, we loved it. We really loved it.

Paul:  


Then what happened?

Alexei:  
Then, mid‑'80s, I think we started to see VCR machines, the tapes...brought by the dancers.

Paul:  


We started to have bootleg.

Alexei:  
Exactly. Dancers would secretly buy or get the tapes in the West and we saw copies. I think the first time I saw Nureyev, Baryshnikov, Balanchine and stuff was '86, '87. Our teacher never talked to us about Nureyev or Baryshnikov or Balanchine, like they never existed. I'm sure he knew about them, but they were just not allowed to discuss it with the students.

Suddenly, I remember this moment. Suddenly you realize that everything you know is not everything that is there. It was a very new idea. It was eye‑opening. I remember I visited my teacher, after I graduated, in two or three years. We watched Balanchine's "Apollo" together. He said, "Look, there is such a purity in what they do."

Paul:  


Let's watch clip nine, if we could.

[music]

Paul:  


I hate stopping it.

Alexei:  
Yeah. I'm so glad. I'm so happy that I pulled myself out of this spell of Spartacus quite early on. The fact that this ballet, Apollo, was choreographed 40 years before Spartacus is quite amazing, because it's still very modern and Spartacus is very dated, as we see it now. Just realizing that there is so much more.

Paul:  


Taste was changed by these recordings.

Alexei:  
Absolutely. Yeah. It was an amazing time, because we would spend nights copying those tapes.

Paul:  
Tell me about that. Did you just spend the night copying the tapes so that you could learn the movements and learn how to develop a new taste?

Alexei:  
Yeah. That's true. That's it. That's it. We even danced to it. Of course, we didn't have any permission, but we danced ballet. I danced "Tarantella". I danced Apollo.

Paul:  
When you say you didn't have permission, you danced in secret.

Alexei:  
Well, you can't dance in secret, because you need an audience for that. But in Russia and in the Ukraine, in Kiev, I was working, the Balanchine Foundation? We had never heard of that. We just learned it from tapes. I hope there are no people from the Balanchine Foundation here tonight.

[laughter]

Paul:  


We'll find out.

Alexei:  


We'll find out.

Paul:  


But this is for educational purposes.

Alexei:  
Spartacus in a ballet is like that, part of the repertory of any Russian or Soviet theater. When I graduated, I went to Kiev Theater of Opera and Ballet and there was Spartacus there. I was in the Corps. I had a little solo. It was in the first months of my work there.

I had the little solo, where I would be lifted by the other man. I had to do a kind of gesture that would say that "I am Spartacus in the making," or something. I struggled with that so much. The coach, who was the conductor also, was screaming, because I couldn't get it right. I just didn't have it in me.

Paul:  


What couldn't you get right?

Alexei:  
The movement that would say that, "We slaves are going to destroy the nobles from something." I think my body type, the schooling of Bessev went very much against the popular style of Soviet dancing. For me, it was difficult to find a place in the theater.

I would do classics gladly, but with that kind of stuff, I felt very uncomfortable. So when I saw Balanchine's choreography and I experienced it in my body, because I learned it in a studio by myself, I felt that this is what I would like to do.

Paul:  


This is what you want to do.

Alexei:  


Exactly. Yeah. Actually that led me to go to Canada.

Paul:  
But, in a way, you were more fortunate than Baryshnikov, because you were 20 years younger.

Alexei:  


Yeah. That's right.

Paul:  
The bootleg recordings you got served as a liberation, which he couldn't quite have.

Alexei:  
Then, suddenly no Soviet Union, no Iron Curtain. You got a contract. You got an invitation. You can go. You can come back. It's not a big deal anymore. That was really an amazing moment. Thanks to Gorbachev. I think it's an amazing, amazing, it's a very narrow, from my side, just thinking of what it gave me. But, of course, in a bigger sense, it's an amazing change.

Paul:  


You left Russia. What year was that?

Alexei:  


'92. Six years after I graduated.

Paul:  


You went to Winnipeg.

Alexei:  


Yeah, that's right. Yeah.

Paul:  


What was the first impression?

Alexei:  


In general? The store's full of food.

[laughter]

Alexei:  
Yeah. Of course, we were on tour before. But to live in it. I remember there was the interview that they took and that was published in the Winnipeg newspaper. It was called "Fruits and Yogurts." I think that was the thing I was talking about the most. [laughs]

The end of the '80s, beginning of '90s were really difficult economic years in Russia. There was nothing in the stores. In Winnipeg, yeah, small Company, 30 dancers, wonderful teachers, guest teachers. 
John Meehan was the Director. Evelyn Hart, a beautiful ballerina, was the star of the Company. Tatiana, has joined me after a year I was there, my wife. It was just a repertoire of Robins, Balanchine, Neumeier, to Tharp, Tudor, you name it. It was incredible.

Paul:  


I bet you felt free in a way you hadn't known before.

Alexei:  


Yeah. My body was so happy.

Paul:  


Your body?

Alexei:  
Yeah. Classes were different. Immediately my muscles, and I had big muscles, they started to stretch, to grow longer, because you care much more about lines somehow. I asked this question to Misha Baryshnikov. How did you change what you feel, what you felt you needed to change, when you stayed in the West? He said, "I realized I need to dance cleaner." That's exactly what I felt.

Paul:  


What does that mean?

Alexei:  
Cleaner, even though the schooling, the idea was there, the crossing of the legs that make your muscles.

Paul:  


Can you show me?

Alexei:  
I can show you. Yeah. The Russian would go like that for the tendu. Balanchine's schooling is here. Yeah? You cross. You feel the opposition. Also in a tendu, and tendu is the base of the dance, Russians would do that. Western placement is much more flat. I'm not sure I'm showing it. I don't feel the body anymore as I used to.

[laughter]

Alexei:  
There are many technical things that allow you to produce your lines cleaner.

Paul:  


Let's look at clip number three, if we could.

[music]

[applause]

Paul:  


Tell us a little bit about the piece and what it feels like.

Alexei:  
This is Balanchine's Tarantella that was learned without their permission. It was performed in a competition in Moscow and I won.

Paul:  
What does it feel like for you to see this, to see yourself in this now?

Alexei:  


This little bit?

Paul:  


Yeah.

Alexei:  


Is not bad.

[laughter]

Audience Member:  
Who was the ballerina?

Alexei:  


Tatiana Baravik. She was a principal with the Kiev Ballet.

Paul:  


Let's look quickly at images one, two, three, four, five and six.

[pause]

Paul:  
The images you sent to me this morning, you can say something about them if you'd like.

Alexei:  
This was, I think, my last appearance on stage, during the Bolshoi years. This is Tatiana, my wife. We did a dance. It was a ballet. We did it at the Bolshoi Workshop. It's the ballet called "Old Women Falling Out." It's a title taken from Daniil Kharms, the absurdist poet of the 1930s.

Leonid Desiatnikov, the composer, nowadays he lives in St. Petersburg, he wrote, "It's not a ballet. It's a suite of songs." This is again me and Tatiana. We danced little ballets, which I choreographed, called "Whipped Cream". I was the whipped cream and she was the boy who loved whipped cream.

[laughter]

Alexei:  
This is me again in another little piece that I choreographed. We actually danced quite a lot together. Maïa, and I'm dancing with her. That happened. She was 70. It's in Japan. It's "L'apres midi d'un faune," afternoon of a faun, choreographed by Nijinsky. This is school years, graduation I think. A faun, yeah.

[laughter]

Paul:  
It would be correct to say that you have a certain respect for Soviet ballets and Soviet art.

Alexei:  


Yes, absolutely. Like...

Paul:  


"The Bright Stream".

Alexei:  


That's right. That's right. Yeah.

Paul:  
Have been criticized, in some way, at times, for reanimating and resuscitating such work.

Alexei:  
I think maybe I wouldn't do that if I was not called to lead the Bolshoi. When I got this amazing proposal, before I said yes, I think I spent a few months just thinking what can I do and what is needed to be done. The idea that, pre‑War, or the 1950's, maybe 1960's, something that didn't survive, but needs to be brought back.

Paul:  


Because?

Alexei:  
Because it's good ballet. It's good choreography. It's good ideas. It has a potential. It has meat. It has sparkle. It would be wrong to forget about it. There was a period, after the fall of the Soviet Union, that all the attention was to the West and all Soviet was neglected.

It's strange it's not so long ago. What is it now? 20, no 30 years ago. Now it's reversed. It's going back. I felt that it's important for the Bolshoi to remember what was done before the things that they still do.

Paul:  
Jennifer Homans, in her book, says, "During the Cold War, a common refrain about dance in the USSR took hold in the West, especially in America, that has since been elevated to orthodoxy. The Soviet's, it was said, produced great dancers but terrible ballet." Are you, in some way, trying to prove that comment wrong?

Alexei:  
In a sense, yeah. I think there were more great dancers than great choreographers, during the Soviet times, even though some choreographers, who are not so well known in the West, are quite amazing. They didn't have a chance to fully realize their potential or be themselves I would say.

A choreographer like Igor Moiseyev, who escaped into the folk dancing, he was an Emperor of that genre. He created it. He choreographed about 300 dances and ballets. It's amazing choreography. The others were not so lucky. I can name a few who just couldn't do what they wanted.

Paul:  


Who were they?

Alexei:  
Lopukhov, his ballet was The Bright Stream and The Bolt, and Vainonen, whose ballet, Flames of Paris, I staged for the Bolshoi, using parts of his choreography that survived. Goleizovsky, who almost nothing of his survives, but, by all accounts, he was the one who invented off‑balance partnering. If you look at [inaudible][52:53] or [inaudible][52:54] or Gorsky, the choreographers before him, it's all on the leg.

Paul:  


Show me again, that, because...

Alexei:  
She's on point, and she stays on her leg on balance. This is classical partnering and I think [inaudible][53:13] had her moving in the angle. This is a very common place now. It's embarrassing to choreograph when she's unbalanced nowadays.

[laughter]

Alexei:  


She has to be on balance.

[laughter]

Paul:  
Let's talk a little bit about your return as it was to the Ball Choy, age 34 or 5?

Alexei:  
34, I think. By that time, I was choreographing a lot and still trying to keep up with dancing. It's very hard, because you need to be completely focused on one thing.

If you try to sit on two chairs, you'll find yourself falling in between them at some point. I felt that I need to somehow find a way to finish dancing, but you don't want to finish dancing. Actually, your body needs it, and you're doing it from when you're 10 years old.

Your whole life is structured so that you have your classes, you have your rehearsals, you feel the pain. It's part of your life. It's a painful decision. I was called to the Bolshoi to choreograph, and I did "The Bright Stream" and then the General Director asked me to visit him in his office. He said, "Would you consider taking over the company?"

Paul:  


Why do you think they hired you?

Alexei:  
I think they wanted a choreographer. They wanted someone who has an experience in the western ballet, because it's still, at that time it didn't turn backwards as we now, as we see now in Russia. I think I was the right person.

Paul:  
Do you remember what went through your mind when he offered you the job?

Alexei:  
It's funny. It's a majestic office and the table for the General Director, he's high up there. The chair for the visitor is very low, so you look up from there.

[laughter]

Alexei:  


It's an interesting psychological arrangement.

Paul:  


It happens often in directors' offices.

Alexei:  


It's very smart, I think.

Paul:  


I've noticed that.

Alexei:  
He’s an amazing and supportive person. In all my years at the Bolshoi, I felt the strong support behind my back.

[crosstalk]

Alexei:  
I was listening to him, saying that, and my thoughts were, "Okay. I am not sure Tatiana will like the idea, of going back." That was the first thought. We lived in Denmark for several years already, but Celia was born there, we had a very nice apartment by the lake. The swans swimming around there, and very comfortable life.

Paul:  


Most livable city in Europe.

Alexei:  
Copenhagen is fantastic, but at the same time, both of us felt some kind of unsatisfaction. It is a national company, and of course, they support dance, and of course, it is a Danish [inaudible][56:41] I learned a lot there. But, I thought, a chance to really, well first of all, Bolshoi is an amazing place, where I dream to get in when I was a student.

Paul:  


And, you were not.

Alexei:  


Not accepted.

Paul:  
Accepted. So, in a way, reading about that part of your career, made me think of a comment, my mother would always say, " [foreign words] There is no bad for which some good doesn't ensue." In some way, because you couldn't get in, you had the good fortune of going back and of discovering dance in Denmark, end up traveling the world, end up doing so many other things, but then, you came to the Bolshoi, and you said that, every day, when you went to work, it felt like going to war.

Alexei:  
In a sense. At the same time, it was an amazing opportunity to realize your vision, your ideas.

Paul:  
What are the high points for you, of the moment, at the Bolshoi? What do you think, your legacy is there?

Alexei:  
I would say, it needs a little history. I was very careful while introducing the new ideas there, because, I knew, I know, I felt that it’s a huge machine that moves 100 years, in a certain direction.

Paul:  


220 dancers.

Alexei:  
Yeah, they like to say that, the Bolshoi exists longer than United States, or something.

Paul:  


Probably true.

Alexei:  
It's probably true. Exactly. I was very careful, but there were things I wanted to change, in the presentation, in classes and everyday routine, in how they understand, what is their responsibilities on stage and offstage, and all these little things.

I was trying to communicate, telling people, and then placing them in a situation when they would realize that something is to be changed. Like, inviting guest teachers, inviting guest choreographers, who would make them understand that, they have amazing virtues, is it the right word? Yeah, things that are beautiful, but there are things that needs to be changed, that needs to be updated.

Paul:  
You felt that they needed to be changed, so much that, some of the people who worked there, you wanted to fire them.

Alexei:  
I did want, but I didn't do. I didn't do. I was a little too careful, if I take this job one more time, in the next life, I would be…
Paul:  


Would you?

Alexei:  


In the next life. Yeah.

[laughter]

Paul:  
Another way of asking the same question is, do you miss running such a...?

Alexei:  
No, I don't. But, when I think back, I always say to myself, I would get better results, if I were a bit more strict.

Paul:  


More Spartacus-like.

Alexei:  
Yeah. More Russian. That's right. [pause] I didn't answer your question, and then, I felt the silent resistance or sometimes vocal resistance, and there were young kids, who just joined the company, who would go for anything, because they wanted to establish themselves. That's how the new group of dancers, a new generation emerged there, a new repertory, with new classes, and more open ideas about things.

Paul:  
Is that one way of beginning to answer my question about legacy? What you left there?

Alexei:  
I am proud to see that, the dancers that I supported and gave chance, and promoted, they are running the repertory now, the [inaudible][61:02] dancers.

Paul:  


What production were you most proud of there?

Alexei:  
It's hard to say. During the five years, I tried to go in different directions. The old Russian repertory, the contemporary Russian, like finding new choreographers, we did a lot of workshops, and a contemporary western choreographer.

Giving them the chance to work with leading choreographers, to experience this amazing process, where you co‑create a thing, was the most important thing. Before my time, they were very careful in...

Paul:  


Taking risk.

Alexei:  
Taking risk, and taking new, existing works for example. They didn't invite, they wanted to be sure that, it is a masterpiece, otherwise, it has no chance to enter the repertory. This is a very dangerous thing.

Paul:  


Adverse to failure...

Alexei:  
Exactly. How do you produce a masterpiece, if you don't try 100 times? And then, 101st one would be a masterpiece.

Paul:  


When were you, when the acid attack happened?

Alexei:  
I was here, in New York. Scary. So bad, it goes into the heart of this art form...

Paul:  


How so?

Alexei:  
I will start from the other side, I will tell you what I miss the most, in Ballet and dance. Morning, you wake up, you are broken, everything hurts, you go to the studio, you do your floor bar, then the music starts very quietly, not much light, you hold the bar, and you start to do the movements, and this is a codified system, that emerged for the last three centuries, maybe.

Originated during the Louie Quatorze times. You sense, of course you don't think of it, but you sense the body is the co‑ordination of all the generations, before you. There are these harmonical rules that you want to follow. You take your body, your instrument, and try to perfect it.

Turn it out, stretching, using the tool that many generations of soldiers of Terpsichore, used before you. It's quite an amazing feeling. It's such a direct connection to the past.

Paul:  


You are entering an order.

Alexei:  
Exactly. You are entering an order, it's good. [pause] Why did I tell you that?

[laughter]

Alexei:  


It was an answer to a certain question.

Paul:  
You said to me that, you were going to go in a roundabout way.

Alexei:  


Yes. Acid attack.

Paul:  


The acid attack.

Alexei:  


There is something so brutal. It can't happen in one world.

[silence]

Paul:  
Many people including Alastair Macaulay, of The New York Times, are snobbishly condescending about the music, the story, and large parts of the choreography of "Le Corsaire," and "Don Quixote." What is it that you enjoy about them? I might tell you, before you answer that question, that Alastair Macaulay submitted that question to me.

[laughter]

Alexei:  
Interesting. I don't agree with him. You can't dismiss that music. [pause] It's melodic, it's very rhythmical, but it's not the answer to your question. The answer is that, to make the dance important, to make the dance shine, not necessarily, but 19th century, it is a common practice, and in the 20th century, Igor Moiseyev is continuing that tradition.

The music is serving the dance, this is a special idea, all the 19th century choreographers and the geniuses, like Betsy Pie, or Perrot, or [inaudible][66:06]. They believed in it, they didn't believe in having serious music accompany dance.

It was a big evolution when Tchaikovsky wrote his three ballet scores. Certain style, the classical dance, the academic dance as we know it, of 19th Century, fits the lighter unimportant music, like a glove.

If you like the 19th Century ballet, you can't dismiss the music of Drigo, Minkus, Pugni. It's part of it. Yes, there is a little bit of a circus there, circus music. Why not? It is very dance able, that's the main thing.

Paul:  
You work with different companies, at the present time in New York, you are working with two. I am wondering what the difference is, it is something that's always interested me greatly.

I told you, before we got on stage that, when I was growing up, I was always fascinated by what conductors did. I remember, getting from my parents, a recording of the last six symphonies of Mozart, conducted by Bruno Walter.

One of the recording was, Bruno Walter rehearsing for two sides of an LP, the 36 symphony of Mozart, the Linz Symphony, and saying, "Mr. Blumenthal, you need to do more [sounds] " I don't remember exactly, but it struck me as very strongly, and I began to think of that point, that it must be so different, to conduct with different orchestras.

It must be so different for you, to be a choreographer in different companies. [pause] I wonder, if you can say something about that. I am so curious.

Alexei:  
It is a most fascinating thing, to see what is this group, that you meet for the first time, who are they? What is their style? How they move? How they react on the music? How they react on your movements? There are very established styles that dominate the ballet world, nowadays. It's Russian style, you can divide it into Mariinsky and the Bolshoi.

There is a French style, and you can take Danish style, which is a specialty. You can connect it to French, because it was established by the French person. There is Balanchine style, which also comes from Russia, but is very specific, because it is his own tastes, what his style is. It is a very fast, very dynamic, free and wild in a sense. But, at the same time, very clean and precise. Less presentation, but really moving the bodies to the music.

There is a Cuban style, which is a curious mix of everything, but it reflects the older, international styles, probably of 1940s, 1950s. Partly Russian, and partly French, so, there are these styles, which you can find in those places. The other places, is just a big mix. There are companies where French people dominate, or Americans dominate, or there are a lot of Russians.

Paul:  


By dominate?

Alexei:  
Dominate the company. The dancers who have less charisma, or less understanding of how they move. They copy the leaders of the company.

Paul:  
What struck me in your first formulation was, when you meet company, when you meet the dancers, what happens Alexei? Do you come into a room, and...?

Alexei:  
Usually, it starts with castings. You need to make cast lists. You’re given in the list of all the dancers, you go and see the class or rehearsals, and you identify the dancers, and you need to identify those who you like, and who you’d like to work with.

Sometimes, it is very difficult. Sometimes, you need to make a decision in one day, and you make mistakes. You take dancers that are, maybe not so good for the role, but when you go to New York City Ballet, to [inaudible][70:48] to Mariinsky, you know exactly what is the style in the company.

American Ballet theater, it is mixed, there is a strong theatrical tradition in this company, but moving‑wise, body‑wise, the style of movement is more international. It is more mixed thing.

I know that and I know what to expect, and in almost any company, or at least the big company you find beautiful and amazing dancers, suddenly, all you see or you see a great talent that is, he is or she is still in a core, not given any chances yet. You are likely to pull him out, and to give him a chance to shine. It is the best feeling, actually, if you help someone to establish themselves, in the company.

Paul:  
You said that about what you feel most proud of, having worked at the Bolshoi.

Alexei:  


At the Bolshoi, yeah.

Paul:  


In a sense, there is a continuity there.

Alexei:  
Exactly. Yeah. The Company is huge and the amount of talent is quite amazing.

Paul:  
The level at which you have to judge quickly is also extraordinary.

Alexei:  


Yeah. I think it taught me to be quicker in my judgment, yeah.

Paul:  


So you trust instinct?

Alexei:  


I do, yeah. But I make mistakes.

Paul:  
There's that wonderful line of Oscar Wilde I've always loved, where he said, "It is only superficial people who do not judge by appearance."

[laughter]

Alexei:  


That's true, yeah.

[laughter]

Paul:  
I asked you, in preparing for tonight, since I knew so little also what some of your tastes might be. I asked...

Alexei:  


Did I answer?
Paul:  
Yes, you answered profusely. You answered so much that we can probably have a four hour conversation. But I promise you it won't be four hours. It will still last a while, so we will have this pleasure. Maybe we should watch the Fellini clip and then you can tell us why.

Alexei:  


Sure.

Paul:  


It is clip number 12, "Prova d'orchestra".

[music]

Paul:  


Better watch all of it.

[music]

[laughter]

Paul:  


Tell me about that choice.

Alexei:  
I watched this film ten times I think, or maybe more. Every time it was in the theater, I would go and I brought all my friends. I love the music so much. It's quite amazing. This exaltation just makes your heart beat faster.

It's hard to explain, because there is something there so theatrical. You don't know why you want to be inside this music, inside this scene. You don't really know where this energy comes from, but it's so alive, so brilliant. I don't know. I don't know how to explain that. I just loved this moment. I was waiting. For the whole film, I would sit and be bored, waiting for this exact moment.

Paul:  


No, you were very precise with where we needed to start it.

Alexei:  


Right.

Paul:  
Because this was the moment that gives you joy. In some way, do you see yourself in any...

Alexei:  
No, not at all. No. It's just I choreographed a little piece of that music.

Paul:  


Oh, did you? I didn't know that.

Alexei: 
 

Yeah, I did. Yeah. I just needed it to be with me, this music.

Paul:  


How did it look? It's impossible to describe, I'm sure.

Alexei:  


It didn't look very good, no.

[laughter]

Alexei:  
Yeah. There was a conductor who was white and then the dancer is around. Doing what he told them, this relationship offers, as I see now, it's more satirical actually than anything else.

Paul:  


Do you think you understood it differently?

Alexei:  
There is a lot of tension between the group and the conductor. Yeah, just making a little bridge to my own time in the studio, really for me it's very important that we are equal with the dancers, that we speak the same language, that they feel very free, very relaxed in a sense, to work together.

Paul:  
Coming to your rehearsal the other day, before the dress rehearsal as it were, it was so interesting to see you work with the dancers, because, first of all, you were utterly focused. I've rarely met someone so focused. We did say "Hello," but that was about it.

[laughter]

Alexei:  


Right.

Paul:  


Then it was to...

Alexei:  


We had very little time.

Paul:  


We had very little time.

Alexei:  


We needed to do so much. Yeah.

Paul:  


You look at the watch very carefully.

Alexei:  
It's a major problem, the time. We never have enough time to do what we need to do. It's everywhere, in every company, in every country. Before, in Russia, I've heard people would spend half a year or a few months to prepare a ballet. Now, for a one act ballet, it's three weeks maximum. You need to produce a certain amount of seconds per day. If you're behind the schedule...

Paul:  


Seconds?

Alexei:  
Seconds, yeah. Well, two, three minutes. You feel very stressed if you have to do less. Before I started working I would make a little timetable, knowing exactly how fast I can move.

Paul:  
Also, one of the moments that was very striking to me was your relationship with the dancers. You constantly would ask them how this particular movement felt to them. Was it right? Was it wrong?

I certainly didn't understand what would be right or wrong about the particular movement. But sometimes they didn't feel comfortable doing a movement you wanted them to do. Then you would say, "Let's think about this."

Alexei:  
Yeah. There are different situations. Sometimes the movement is not comfortable, but...

Paul:  


But necessary.

Alexei:  
...but I know that I want to keep that. Then we just need to find a way to make it more comfortable. Sometimes you trust the dancer's opinion and you see it and you'd better change things. It really depends.

Paul:  
Let's look at clip number eight. I'd like to talk a little bit about process here. Maybe you can tell us something about the piece also.

[music]

Paul:  
There's so much more to see. But tell me about this piece and tell me what is this energy going on? What am I supposed to focus my attention on?

Alexei:  
This last part of your question makes me think. Well, I would like to tell you where to look. I think what you see, you get that. That's the picture that we want to present. This is a ballet called Concerto DSCH. DSCH's initials are Dmitri Shostakovich in German.

This is his personal signature that he uses, because each letter means a note. He used that as his hidden signature in many of his compositions. This ballet was choreographed for the New York City Ballet. I was still at the Bolshoi. I was making a big "Flames of Paris" ballet for them. I started the schedule.

That's another problem, time and schedule. I went to New York. I think in two weeks I choreographed that thing.
Paul:  


But the last...

Alexei:  
It's his Piano Concerto No. 2. It's a short piece, 20 minutes. It consists of three parts, fast, slow, fast. I just remember it went very quickly. Yeah. The music is brilliant.

Paul:  
We'll come to Shostakovich in a moment, as we go to the work that is on right now, that I'll encourage everybody to go to, to see the pictures. That's an exhibition. Do you thing you look at Russia in a different way now with the distance you have from it?

Alexei:  
What happens now is painful. It's hard to see the developments and the tendencies and how it all goes on with Ukraine. It's very painful. Anyway, I think I have and we have, as a family, a little Russia that we treasure, that we have inside. It's not what it is now.

Paul:  


An imaginary Russia.

Alexei:  
I think an imaginary Russia, in a sense, a Russia of great composers, great music, great literature and great ballet tradition also. Of course, we have family, we have relatives and friends who live there. But this is a tricky, tricky thing. The fact that I use Russian music mostly for the new ballets probably is some kind of a reflection of that situation.

Paul:  
Let's stay, for a brief moment, on something that may not feel quite right to you. I know that you're not a politician, but could you give us your thoughts on why you think Putin is so popular now, in Russia, for Russians?

Alexei:  
That's a very good question. [laughs] For me, it's surprising. I guess he represents something that Russians feel they need. I think it's a reaction, in a sense, on the turbulent years of the 1990's, when the order of things was destroyed and something new had to happen, to be born.

I remember how amazingly interesting it was to read the normal language, everyday language, in the newspapers and hear people, from the TV screens speaking like normal people, not like dolls, not like zombies, not saying things that do not mean anything.

It was amazingly inspiring. We all hoped that, maybe not in 10 years but in 15 or 20 years, everything will be brilliant, because, we thought, "Okay, we'll suffer this time." There was no food in the stores and everything was so messy.

But something had to come out of that. It just feels like it goes back, you see, and it's hard to witness. Especially this number of 85 percent of supporters, that's unbelievable.

Paul:  
It's interesting to me in a very different way. I know we could talk much more about this subject and I'd like to. But I'd also like to get to your current work now. In a way, you are going back also, into, as you said, your concentration is on Russian music and now, Pictures at an Exhibition.
I'd like us to listen to the very, very beginning of Pictures at an Exhibition, played by, I asked you which interpretation and, without hesitation, you said Sviatoslav Richter.

Alexei:  


Yeah. Of course.

Paul: 

 

We'll listen to, you just said, "Of course."

Alexei:  


Of course, yeah. Yeah.

Paul:  
Of course. Okay. We'll listen. I was listening to all kinds of interpretations last night, thinking, "I'm not sure." Of course, we'll listen to Richter. If we could listen to audio number three please. There's nothing to see.

[music]

Paul:  
This is the inspiration for the work now at the New York City Ballet. You have said, again and again, that it starts with the music. So, what happens?

Alexei:  


Okay.

Paul:  


I know you told me it's hard to put into words.

Alexei:  
Yeah. First you make a decision. You choose the music. Okay, it's decided. You know what it is. You listen and you listen, listen many hours, days. You need to get a sense, to know every sound. You find new details every time you listen. You imagine things.

Sometimes I just want to switch it off and just to make the music go into your body, so you know it, you have a sense of it and you feel it. Then, when it comes to the first day of rehearsals or maybe a day before, two days before...

Paul:  


You've made sketches at that point.

Alexei:  
I make phrases, movement phrases and I write them down sometimes.

Paul:  


But not really...

Alexei:  
I prefer not to write, because it takes so much time. There are many systems to write movements down, but they're not quick. They're not perfect. I try to have it in my head. On the day of the rehearsal, I need to picture what I'm going to show them beforehand. Then I rush to teach the movements to the dancers, so it's their responsibility to keep...

[crosstalk]

Paul:  


What do you mean when you say you rush?

Alexei:  


Well, I open the door and I say, "This is the step. Remember."

[laughter]

Alexei:  
Yeah. They look and they remember the steps. Now they have it. The coach or assistant is there. They write it down.

Paul:  


So they write it down.

Alexei:  


I can’t erase it and then go into the next...

Paul:  


Come back.

Alexei:  


...go into the next phrase.

Paul:  
I said you're coming back. Let's look at Image 11. I'll read from a letter of Mussorgsky he wrote to Balakirev on his first trip to Moscow in 1859. "I have been a cosmopolitan, but now there's been a sort of rebirth. Everything Russian has become close to me and I would be offended if Russia were treated crudely, without ceremony. It's as if, at the present time, I've really begun to love her."

Alexei:  


That's a lovely quote.

Paul:  


Does this describe your trajectory in any way?

Alexei:  
I don't know. It's hard to say. You see, I grew up in Kiev then I studied in Moscow, at the Bolshoi, then Canada, then Denmark for seven years, where our family has found a place, with a son growing up. Then back to Moscow for five years and now here, in New York.

I'm afraid I've lost a little bit the sense of which country we belong to. I don't think it's such a bad thing actually, because the world nowadays is so small. You travel 24 hours at most and you can cover the whole globe. That's why.

Paul:  
Are you saying to me in another way that you've lost the idea of home?

Alexei:  
I think that home is where the three of us are. But, of course, the upbringing is Russian and my tastes and my ballet school are based on Russian tradition.

Paul:  
You chose not these images for the ballet now. You chose Kandinsky. It's so interesting reading about Kandinsky. Now, if we could show Image 18. I found out that he wanted to be an anthropologist. He went to the Komi Region. He had great nostalgia for an authentic Russia.

He said, "In their primitive habitat, I found something truly wonderful for the first time in my life and this wonderment became an element of all my later works, turning away, in some way, from the European tradition." Using Kandinsky, I wonder why that choice, of course. Everybody's probably wondering why that choice.

Alexei:  
I just remembered actually, when Tatiana gave birth to Vasily in Denmark, on the wall in the hospital there was this painting, which I was staring at for hours, waiting, this painting of Kandinsky.

Paul:  


You just remembered this now.

Alexei:  


This morning.

Paul:  


Yeah.

[laughter]

Alexei:  
So it might be an answer. But I have loved this painting for years and was thinking where I could use it, when Mussorgsky was...

Paul:  


That's fascinating.

Alexei:  


...in the plan, yeah.

Paul:  
The person I spoke to before speaking with you, a couple of weeks ago, is Ben Lerner, a young Brooklyn writer in his mid‑30s. He has fantastic passages. I highly recommend the book to you. It's called "10:04".

It gets its title from "Back to the Future", which I watched only very recently for the first time. In it, he has descriptions of going to doctors' offices and looking at the art on the wall.

Alexei:  


Right.

Paul:  


Let's look at...

Alexei:  


Somehow it stays with you.

Paul:  


It must.

[laughter]

Paul:  
It must. It stays with you with artistic choices you make. Let's look, in quick succession, at Images 19 to 24.

Alexei:  
I like this image very much. I especially like watching the expressions on their faces. If you see the group behind, each of them has a very individual way of looking at Gonzalo, who is in front in an arabesque jump. Sara Mearns.

Paul:  
The painting is, in some way, I don't particularly like using that word, but I will, nevertheless, it's deconstructing.

Alexei:  


Exactly. Yeah, that's what it is.

Paul:  


For the purposes of why?

Alexei: 
I think it would have been overwhelming if this painting stays for the whole 13 minute ballet. You'd just get bored. When the...

Paul:  


Is it saying something?

Alexei:  
It doesn't say anything except that it creates the different surroundings for the movement, for the dancing. Wendy Whelan and Tyler Angle. It's colorful. Yes. There's a lot of colors. I like that. I think I prefer they show black and white or grey picture on stage.

Paul:  


I highly recommend, I think there are two more performances.

Alexei:  


Two more performances this season. Tomorrow and Saturday.

Paul:  
Tomorrow and Saturday at the New York City Ballet. For those of you who haven't gone, I'd like to encourage everybody to go. I said it was a movement back. There's a bridge between Mussorgsky, Shostakovich and Ratmansky.

Alexei:  


If you see it.

[laughter]

Paul:  
I'll tell you why. I'll tell you why. Incredible. In researching all of this and wondering about why Kandinsky and why Mussorgsky and why Ratmansky.

I came up with these lines, from the beginning of Shostakovich's memoir, the very beginning, in "Testimony: The Memoirs of Dmitri Shostakovich", he says, "Mussorgsky and I have a special relationship. He was an entire academy for me of human relations, politics, and art. I didn't study him with only my eyes and ears, for that's not enough for a composer or any professional. I revere Mussorgsky. I consider him one of the greatest Russian composers." I found that...

Alexei:  


Yeah. Wonderful.

Paul:  


Isn't it?

Alexei:  


That's wonderful, yeah.

Paul:  


Do you see now, the bridge I'm making?

Alexei:  


Yeah. I see your point. Yeah.

[laughter]

Paul:  
I'm pontificating in the true sense, pontifex, building a bridge. But the bridge is there.

Alexei:  


Okay, Shostakovich...

Paul:  


You feel like saying, "Okay, already."

Alexei:  


Yes. [laughs] Should I comment?

Paul:  
Yes, of course you should comment. Or, if you don't want to, don't comment. But do comment. Go ahead.

Alexei:  


I will comment on Shostakovich.

Paul:  


Okay.

Alexei:  
And how it's important for my works. Again, thinking back again in school, there was first music that I discovered by my own. It was not something that I was given to listen, but actually, for some reason, I bought the LP in the store. It was Symphony No. 6 and No. 9. Then I borrowed the player and listened to it. I got a ballet in my head right away.

Paul:  


There was a power of recognition in that music.

Alexei:  


Absolutely. Yeah.

Paul:  


A bit like what I just read.

Alexei:  
Yes, I would say that. Yeah. I was able to make a Balanchine Symphony No. 9 two years ago. I waited for that long.

Paul:  


He matters to you the most?

Alexei:  


Yeah. Of the composers, I think yes.

Paul:  


A big move we're going to make now. You're in America.

Alexei:  


Right.

Paul:  
I have read that you might be interested in doing something on Broadway or you might be interested in doing, well let's look at clip number seven and then have you comment on that.

[music]

Paul:  


Do you like Fred Astaire?

Alexei:  
Oh, I love, yeah. I know that Balanchine revealed. He said that Astaire is one of the greatest dancers ever. I absolutely agree with that. It's amazing.

Paul:  


Does ballet have something to learn from him?

Alexei:  


Oh yeah. Absolutely. Yeah.

Paul:  
Am I right to have heard that you might be interested in doing something on Broadway?

Alexei:  


Yeah, I had talks. It was a Russian‑themed project.

Paul:  


I think you probably don't want to say very much more yet.

Alexei:  


I don't want to say.

Paul:  


No. No. No. I can feel that.

[laughter]

Alexei:  


I would love to try. I would love to try.

Paul:  
Are you frustrated at all, by the ephemerality of ballet, the fact that it can't be notated well enough, it can't be written down well enough?

Alexei: 
 No. I think it's a good thing. It can be notated actually. Lately, it's a latest passion of mine, notations that were used to preserve the Russian Imperial Repertory a hundred years ago. It's a very complex system, Stepanov system of notation.

All the manuscripts, the scores, are stored in Harvard University. They're here in America. It's the complete Imperial Repertory. It's quite an amazing source.

Paul:  


It's a passion of yours to do what?

Alexei:  
I had months off. I sat with Tatiana and learned how to read it this spring. Then we started to read variations, as they notated. It opens a completely different philosophy of movement, the coordination.

Suddenly many things that you take for granted in a classical ballet you suddenly understand and it suddenly starts to make sense and you see, "Oh that's why. Oh that's how it was done." When we have time, we just read it.

I have to say that I use things that I read out there or dig from those notations in my work now, in the choreography.

Paul:  
I was so interested in reading this quotation from Balanchine, which you probably know.

I think it's rather famous. "Don Quixote, like the 50 other ballets we dance, will never go to the library. It will never be preserved. Only with these people now on stage does it exist. It is not sad at all. It is wonderful. It is now. It is alive. It is like a butterfly. I always say butterflies of yesterday don't exist. But, if a butterfly would talk and say, 'Remember me from last year? Yes, I'm a little older, but I'm still alive.', you would be terrified."

Alexei:  
It's wonderful, butterflies of yesterday would be painful. It's hard to see the work that you remember being so alive, so well‑structured or tight, well‑rehearsed, you know, see it falling apart, changed by maybe not so disciplined dancers or they just don't remember or they just don't really understand the whole thing.

You see it performed in a bad manner. It's just painful to watch. I think it's a very right idea to have the ballet done now, once, and then something else happens the next day.

Paul:  


In closing, another quotation by Balanchine, I love.

He says, "I'm only interested in these people I'm surrounded with, I'm working with, these people, who are looking at it, with these people, who are dancing it. I like to live now, today. What will be, 10 years from now, 100 years, who cares? 100 years from now, there won't be the ballet as we're doing it today, just like 100 years ago, you'd laugh if you saw Carlotta Grisi or Taglioni dance today. We have got to enjoy the now."

Alexei:  


Brilliant. I fully agree. Yeah. Again, back to the notations.
Paul:



Yeah.





Alexei:  
If they were done during Petipa's lifetime, just to see how far it is from what he liked, from what he thought is graceful and beautiful, everything that is said to be Petipa now looks the opposite of what his tastes were. I think Balanchine is absolutely right in that sense.

Paul:  
Alexei Ratmansky, it's been a real pleasure to talk with you. Thank you very much.

Alexei:  


The pleasure is mine. Thanks. Thank you.

[applause]


