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Sometimes when you have someone with a lot of ability, you want to go so fast, and this is the first big mistake.  You canõt push 
too much.                        ñABT/ JKO School Principal Franco De Vita, on training young dancers 

 
he expression, Life comes at you fast, seems very real to me of late.  On April 24th we were 
fortunate and honored to be visited by Franco De Vita, Principal of the Jacqueline 
Kennedy Onassis School at American Ballet Theatre and co-author of the National 

Training Curriculum that is now in practice at Knoxville Ballet School.  On that afternoon, 
twenty-four young classical ballet students in four levels participated in our first-ever Affiliate 
examination classes under Francoõs watchful eye.  All twenty-four received passing scores on their 
exams; seven received citations for Merit, and two for Honors.  Thank you once more to all my 
participating families for being brave pioneers with me.  I could not be more pleased with the 

outcome, including our hard-won ABT Affiliate status, to say nothing 
of the clean technique emerging in my students.  This new moniker, 
however, has in effect raised the bar for us (pun intended); we now 
have much to continue to live up to.  When I am asked why a child 
should participate in the ABT/NTC exams, my response isñaside 
from the obvious thrill that comes from achieving something 
noteworthyñthe examination process is an excellent barometer for the quality of 
instruction your child receives at the school.  In short, it tells us all whether I am 
doing my job well, and that should matter a great deal to parents who entrust their 
children to me for classical ballet instruction.  You will be hard-pressed to find 
that accountability elsewhere. 
 

On March 16 we played host once more to frequent guest artist Ryan Carroll for a 
full week of classes.  Although Ryan currently dances professionally, he also 
possesses a rare talent for reaching and teaching youngsters, and his KBS classes 

are always eagerly anticipated at the school.  The timing of his visit was perfect, as we had begun intensive 
preparations for the NTC exams and a reprieve from that was exactly what we needed just then; Ryan also 
observed two of the exam classes at my request and offered helpful criticism while he was here.  See images 
from the week below. 
 
On Saturday, April 10, several KBS students and their families joined me for our spring field trip to see the 
2:00 curtain of Louisville Balletõs full-length Swan Lake in Louisvilleõs Whitney Hall; I stayed over and caught 
the 8:00 cast as well, which happened to be the farewell performance for two of the companyõs beloved 
principal dancers:  Joseph Nygren Cox and Mikelle Bruzina (who continues in the capacity of ballet mistress for 
the company and a member of faculty in the school, in addition to being an up-and-coming choreographer).  
See more about that day in the Louisville Journal column.  By the way:  you may already know that Louisvilleõs 
Artistic Director Bruce Simpson is a Scot; he donned a kilt in his dress tartan for the 8:00 performance, and 
gave a wonderful curtain speech through his thick and endearing brogue in tribute to his retiring dancers at the 
end of the show.  How nice.  Also take note in the Snippets feature that our 
next field trip to Louisville is coming up on Saturday, September 11th for the 
2:00 performance of Giselle.  This Romantic-era full-length ballet launches 
Louisville Balletõs 2010-2011 season; I have seen the company dance it 
before, and it is a beautiful production of an ancient classic. 

 
I am also pleased and fortunate to have continued my own training in the 
teachersõ intensives in New York at ABT this summer, moving ahead to learn 
Levels 4 and 5 in the NTC (even though our young population at the school 
is still a ways off from advancing into those levels).  While I was in the city I 
made new friends and reconnected with old ones.  I was privileged to sit for a 
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Clockwise from top left:  Ryan demonstrates 
battement tendu devant; port de bras with Primary 
Level students; battement dégagé devant in Level 
2; Ryan explains cou-de-pied devant to the Level 2 
class; battement tendu devant in Level 1; Ryan 
adjusts cou-de-pied devant on a Level 2 student; 
demi-plié in parallel position in Primary Level 

professional head shot at the capable hands of former ABT dancer-turned-photographer Matthew Murphy, and 
I also received training from our Gaynor Minden fitter, Karen Lacy, to become a local certified fitter for this 
very modern and unique pointe shoe company.  See the story of my adventures below.   
 
Finally, has anyone ever noticed the Knoxville Ballet School Initiatives that hang above the mirrors in the 
classroom?  Theyõve been there for a full academic year now.  I confess to having shamelessly snatched the 
concept from ABT principal and North Carolina School of the Arts Dean of Dance, Ethan Stiefel.  Read on to 
find out why theyõre there, and what they are all about.  Iõll see everyone the week of September 7th.§ 
 

  
 

yan Carroll (www.judsonryancarroll.com) returned to Knoxville Ballet School on March 16th 
for a full week of classes.  In addition to teaching most of the childrenõs division classes that 
week, Ryan also taught the Adult Basic Ballet class, where he is gaining a following with a 

different audience.  (And I always look forward to the rare privilege of taking class when he is in 
town.)  During his September visit, Ryan saw the schoolõs students when they had only just been 
introduced to American Ballet Theatreõs National Training Curriculum.  Now they were decidedly 
more acclimated and enthusiastic for the change of pace a guest artist always brings.  Moments 
from the week: 
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Knoxville Ballet School students pose with Jean 
Dubuffetõs sculpture outside the Louisville Center 

for the Arts 

Photo by Dave Howard 

 
 

n a crisp, sunny Saturday in April several Knoxville Ballet School 
students and their families joined me in downtown Louisville for a 
matinee performance of Louisville Balletõs full-length Swan Lake in 

the Kentucky Center for the Artsõ Whitney Hall.  Company director Bruce 
Simpson staged this ambitious ballet in four acts after early choreography by 
Lev Ivanov and Marius Petipa.  With sumptuous sets and costumes, the 
weekendõs performancesñon Friday and Saturday, the 9th and 10thñwere 
accompanied by members of the Louisville Orchestra under the baton of 
principal guest conductor Leslie B. Dunner. 
 
Swan Lake is one ballet in the famed Tchaikovsky/Petipa triumvirate, the other 
two notably being The Nutcracker and The Sleeping Beauty.  But it often comes to 
mind as the definitive work in the greater classical ballet canon:  it is every 
young ballerina wanna-beõs dream to dance the leading roles of the tragic swan 
queen, Odette, and her nemesis, the wicked Odile (the two are most often danced by 
the same ballerina, but not always).  This epic ballet, though, can try the patience of 
even the most seasoned balletomane, particularly in a day and age when audiences seem less willing to sit still 
and pay attention for more than ninety minutes at a stretch.  And it has also come to represent everything 
clichéd about the art form.  Is anyone unfamiliar with the strains of Tchaikovsky that open the second actñone 

of the two òwhiteó acts in the ballet (so-called because they are 
danced by the corps de ballet in white tutus)ñto say nothing of 
various other snatches of the score, including the cygnettes (little 
swans) variation?  And who among us has not laughed at countless 
parodies of Swan Lake?  Weõve all seen the unforgettable òSwine 
Lakeó pas de deux danced by Rudolph Nureyev and Miss Piggy on 
The Muppet Show in 1978.  And the all-male comedic troupe, Les 
Ballets Trockadero de Monte Carlo, performs an extended parody of 
the ballet that is side-splitting, though probably more amusing to 
dancers than non-dancers, to be sure. 

But Swan Lake is a serious, grown-up ballet with a serious, grown-up 
theme (once weõve made our peace with the sci-fi story line, which 
includes mutants and evil spells).  We assuredly feel for the plight of 

beautiful Odette, less so for Prince Siegfried when he betrays her for 
Odile, condemning her to the form of a swan forever.  (I should note 
here that there are two possible outcomes to the storyñone a tragedy 

that involves a double suicide, and the other with a decidedly happier finale; Louisville chose the latter.)  The 
dancing itself is classical ballet at its sophisticated best:  in a single sitting we are served pyrotechnical and 
bravura work from the principals, beautiful allegro variations, and creamy adage in the second actõs white swan 
pas de deux.  We also witness ensemble work of the highest order of magnitude in the corps de ballet, whose 
precision and pattern making often recall the òveeó formation of birds in flight.  In this particular performance, 
Louisvilleõs corps danced better than I have ever seen them.  I also appreciate that Act IV was not sliced to 
ribbons, as is tempting to do in the interest of time:  some of the most haunting music and beautiful corps 
work occur in that act.  In a brilliant coup de theatre, Louisville opened Act IV with fog machines running full 
tilt, but surprised the audience when the entire female corps de balletñcompletely enshrouded in the fog when 
the curtain came upñmaterialized out of it, eliciting a collective gasp from the crowd at both of the 
performances I attended. 

Stand-outs in the 2:00 cast included Erica De La O as Odette/Odile and Kristopher Wojtera as Prince 
Siegfried; Nobuyoshi Okada as the Jester (danced in this version of the ballet instead of the role of Benno, 
Siegfriedõs friend); and Christy Corbitt Miller in Act IIIõs Russian dance.  But the real stars of this performance 
were the corps de ballet, who hands-down stole the show.  Many thanks to our friends in LouisvilleñJordan 
Kelch for finding us great seats, and Executive Director Dwight Hutton for the warm welcome he extended 
usñand congratulations to Mr. Simpson and the company for this stellar triumph.§ 
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New affiliate instructors were each presented with 
plaques from ABT at the end of the first day of training; 

here I am getting mine from Raymond Lukens 

In these photos, Lupe Serranoõs morning 
technique classes; top row, JKO student Lindsey 
during split Level 5/6 barre; 5/6 students in 
centre; Lupe observes one of her charges; bottom 
row, Level 5 students work in attitude derrière, and in 
attitude devant while Lupe looks on. 

eventy-five ballet teachers from across the globe quietly trickled into American Ballet Theatreõs Studio 9 
on a sweltering Monday morning in mid-July; happy reunions erupted and warm hugs were exchanged 
around the room, as each of us laid claim to a metal folding chair and grabbed coffee and pastries.  We 

were all there for the next chapter in the National Training Curriculum teachersõ intensivesñthis time in Levels 
4 and 5ñanticipating the arrival of our mentor and co-author of the curriculum, Raymond Lukens.  Our group 
had shrunk a bit since last summer, when more than one hundred teachers attended the Primary Level through 
Level 3 training.  A handful of us whose students had recently participated in the ABT/NTC affiliate exams 
huddled in a circle to swap stories of the day, with others eagerly listening in and asking questions about the 
experience; Franco De Vita spied us from the doorway and sprinted over to say 
hello once more.  It felt really good to be back in New York among kindred spirits. 

As was the case at last yearõs training, we discovered in short order that the word 
intensives was no exaggeration.  Our days were long and chock-full of material which 
we were expected to quickly internalize and reguritate at the weekõs end during 
written and oral exams.  Raymondõs humorous and anecdotal stories kept us in 
stitches, and the classes we observed at the ABT/ JKO (Jacqueline Kennedy 
Onassis) School summer intensives provided a break here and there from the 
lectures.  Still, I could not help taking down the excellent exercises given in those 
classes for future reference.  As enriching and interesting as all that may have been, 
it was still difficult to head home exhausted at dayõs end only to turn around and 
study for several more hours before finally collapsing into bed.  Because the 
material we were studying was more complex than what we learned last summer 
(and because we were all mindful of last yearõs oral exam) this summerõs session 
was a tad more stressful.   

Highlights included a special studio run-through of the Dryad scene from the second act of Don Quixote staged 
by former ABT soloist Rosanna Seravalli and danced by the JKO summer intensives Level 7 students for the 
teacher trainees; an hour-long pointe demonstration led by Raymond and danced by four beautiful JKO Level 
5 students, ages thirteen and fourteen (these are exceptional children who are selected to attend the JKO 
School during the academic year); and the chance to twice observe the iconic and legendary Lupe Serranoõs 
technique classes.  I was also able to chat at length with accompanists Michael Cherry and Miro Magloire 
(whose recorded music has been in use for some time at KBS) about finding and training a local pianist to play 
for ballet classes; they each offered excellent wisdom and advice.  See more in the Snippets column below. 

A few images from the week: 
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At far left, JKO Level 7 student, Agi, 
prepares to dance a variation from 
Don Quixote; Agi recently signed a 
contract with the National Ballet of 
Canada.  I had a chance to speak with 
her outside of class, and she appears 
to be as lovely a human as she is a 
dancerñall five feet nine inches of 
her!  (Who says tall girls canõt dance?  
I watched her pull off some amazing 
Italian fouettés.)  Near left, the JKO 
School summer intensives Level 7 
students in the Dryad scene from Don 
Qõs second act. 

In these photos, JKO School Level 5 
students, ages 13 and 14, demonstrate 
pointe work.  Clockwise from far left:  
Catherine Hurlin, who was recently 
featured in pull-out sections of Dance  
Teacher and Dance Magazine; Raymond 
addresses issues with épaulement at 
barre; Raymond adjusts a young 
dancerõs foot; the students are given 
an exercise at barre to prepare for 
fouettés entournant. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This summer I arrived in New York a few days ahead of the training at ABT to sit for a professional head shot 
with the talented Matthew Murphy, whose premature retirement from the corps de ballet at American Ballet 
Theatre after a prolonged illness left him searching for a different career path.  Matt is now a successful 
professional freelance photographer and writer living and working primarily in New York; find more about him 
on his website and on my blog.  I was also able to obtain certified fitter training from our Gaynor Minden 
pointe shoe fitter (and my classmate at ABT) Karen Lacy, at the companyõs headquarters in New York.  I left 
with a better understanding of the shoe and a new pair for myself, along with a few goodies for the school.  
Gaynor Mindenñthe brainchild of Eliza Mindenñhas existed only since 1993; it is a modern and unique kind 
of pointe shoe made of advanced elastomers, and designed to outlive its traditional paste-and-burlap 
counterpart.  Unlike traditional shoes, the Gaynor Minden requires no òbreaking in;ó the way the shoe feels and 
works at its initial fitting will not change over time.  Also, since six separate variables are measured in the fitting 
process, a correctly fitted Gaynor Minden provides something very close to a custom fit without a special 
order.  But because the ballet world is a big ship that moves slowlyñand because the so-called breaking in of 


