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Brian Gale interviewed Bronwen Curry, the choreologist responsible for restaging Glen Tetley ballets, currently working with the Royal Ballet on Voluntaries.
Bronwen last spoke to the London Ballet Circle in 2009, when she was working on Sphinx. Born in Doncaster, she trained at the Legat School in Sussex. At that time there was no White Lodge, and the Legat School was the only place dance students could board. She had a Russian style ballet training. Toughness was instilled into her and she learnt self-discipline and how to get on with her dancing regardless of adverse conditions. For example, she once performed 32 fouettés on wet lawn, her foot sinking into the ground on every spin!
She then performed in cabaret, before joining the Western Theatre Ballet under the direction of Peter Darrell in 1962. Similar to Northern Ballet today, the company was known for its dramatic story ballets which toured the UK bringing ‘murder, desire and sex’ to mass audiences through dance.
In 1967-8, Bronwen became one of the first British choreologists. At that time there was no way to notate dance, and ballets were passed on by word of mouth from dancers and teachers, which wasn’t as accurate or reliable as needed. So Benesh notation was new, exciting and very important. Since then, Bronwen has notated over 50 ballets, but most have not been seen since the 1960s. Her career included working with Rudolf Nureyev; she notated a number of his ballets including Romeo and Juliet and Raymonda. Bronwen described how some choreographers now prefer just to use video recordings to ‘notate’ their works. But then there is a tendency for new dancers to copy previous interpretations. Benesh notation is much more effective at passing on the essence of ballets whilst still allowing for dancers to make them their own.
Bronwen has worked regularly with the Royal Ballet staging Glen Tetley ballets since 2005. Brian asked her to describe the restaging process. She comes to London 5-6 weeks before the opening night. She has two casts for Voluntaries, which means there is little room for illness and injury, so she hopes all the dancers will be fit and well. Brian asked if the dancers remembered the work from its performances in 2008, and Bronwen said no, as they have so much to learn, they tend to forget works once out of the current repertoire. She tries to teach the physicality to dancers first, as Tetley’s choreography is very difficult. Then once that is mastered, she encourages the emotional aspects.
Does Bronwen have a say in casting? When Tetley was alive, he would have absolute control over who would perform his works. Bronwen also gets to choose dancers, but is happy to listen to advice from artistic staff about who would be most appropriate for the roles. She stated that ‘dancers now are much less inclined to think along emotional lines and much more inclined to think along technical lines... now everything has to be perfect’. Therefore it is her job to bring out the emotion and spirit of Tetley’s choreography while still allowing dancers to find their own interpretations. She believes dance has to speak, and so dancers need to be able to perform with their faces as well as their bodies, and especially be expressive with their eyes.
Bronwen described the Tetley style. He studied and performed both classical ballet and Martha Graham technique. His choreography fused these two styles in a way that no one else has done before or since. There is a lot of emphasis on movement of the torso and flexibility in the upper body. He loved breadth of movement. Dancers need to perform with naturalness, using breath, space and a feeling of flight. Music was the inspiration for his choreography – he followed its sounds and sways. Dancers don’t need to count in his works; they just need to listen carefully to the musical dynamics. 
His sets and costumes were fairly sparse; they were designed to work in harmony with and not distract from the dancing. Make-up is specific for some ballets, but for others dancers choose their own. She often finds herself telling dancers to wear more eye liner to define the eyes and highlight their expressiveness right to the back of the auditorium.
Asked about the critics’ opinions, Bronwen felt she couldn’t win. Dancers are often criticised for lacking the passion and emotion of the original performances. But some of the emotion has to be sacrificed in order to keep the ballet ‘well danced’ and appealing to modern audiences by using the maximum technical virtuosity of dancers. She tries to strike a balance between technique and emotion. Also, dancers grow into their roles after several performances, so first night criticism isn’t always the best reflection.

Brian asked about the unusual use of organ music in Voluntaries. Does this overpower the dancing? Bronwen is able to say whether it is too loud or too quiet, however the strong organ music was what Tetley wanted when he was creating the ballet. Therefore, whether it overpowers the dancing is not her concern – Tetley felt it was right for the ballet and she follows his choreographic intentions exactly. Originally created to commemorate John Cranko, the heart of Voluntaries is its emotion, and this is what Bronwen focuses on when staging the work.
How does Bronwen see her future? She won’t retire until she can’t move anymore! She loves keeping Tetley’s choreography alive. It is a pleasure travelling the world to stage his works and ensuring his genius isn’t lost. She is one of six members of the Tetley Foundation and is determined to make sure his works continue to be seen.
Brian thanked Bronwen for her time, and expressed eagerness to see Voluntaries in the upcoming Royal Ballet triple bill.

