[image: image1.jpg]The
London

Ballet

Circle




Gary Avis and Genesia Rosato
Monday, 18th April 2011
Waterstone’s, Piccadilly

Allison Potts interviewed guest speakers Gary Avis, Principal Character Artist and Ballet Master, and Genesia Rosato, Principal Character Artist, both with the Royal Ballet.

They began by discussing their training. Both born in Britain, neither came from artistic families. In fact, both were taken to dancing classes as young children to overcome their shyness. Genesia was born in Surrey. Her grandmother took her to a hall for ballet class with what seemed like thousands of other children and she really hated it for the first two years. After that she developed a love of dancing and continued to train locally in lots of styles, including tap and singing, before joining the Royal Ballet Upper School at 16. Gary was born in Ipswich and went to The Linda Shipton School of Dancing, the same school as a few other RB dancers including Liam Scarlett. Gary’s ambition was always to go into musical theatre – he’s calls himself a ‘West End Wendy’! At 16 Gary went to Doreen Bird College, but found that he had a ‘ballet spark’ and so after two years there he auditioned for and joined Royal Ballet Upper School. Gary said he hadn’t applied sooner because he was put off by the idea of posing for the required photographs in swimming trunks!
Gary still loves singing, and has in fact sung at some RB parties with other dancers. But he insisted he wouldn’t perform solo for the London Ballet Circle! Genesia stated that Monica Mason thought she should have been an opera singer rather than a dancer, as her onstage chatter always carried right to the back of the auditorium!

Genesia sprained her ankle in her final year at the Upper School and was unable to dance in her graduate performance of The Two Pigeons. Luckily, her potential was spotted by Kenneth MacMillan and she was admitted to the company in 1976. Gary only spent a year at the Upper School and didn’t do much performing during that time. He did get to be one of the Act 3 dead bodies in Romeo and Juliet, and he described his anxiety that he would fall asleep onstage and then wake up with a very un-dead jolt! On graduating (his graduate performance was also The Two Pigeons), Gary was given one of only two male places in the company that year; the other went to Adam Cooper.

In Genesia’s first year at the Royal Ballet, Kenneth MacMillan created the role of Princess Louise in Mayerling on her. She described how other dancers were disgruntled that she had been selected for a major role when she was a new dancer in the company. No one would speak to her and her life was made quite unpleasant; she cried a lot during her first year. Genesia and Gary were both pleased to say that the company is much nicer now. Everybody makes a real effort to welcome new dancers.
Allison asked the speakers to describe working with Kenneth. Genesia viewed him as both ‘wonderful and scary’; he was ‘a loveable devil... a genius’. She found his presence in the studio unnerving, even though she knew he liked her. He always wore huge dark sunglasses, so you never knew where he was looking. And because MacMillan was interested in discovering the dancers’ real personalities, he was often looking at those waiting at the sides of the studio to see who was chatting to whom. Genesia and Gary were paired together for that reason in Winter Dreams, but Kenneth also liked putting dancers together who didn’t get along, in order to spark drama into their dancing. Gary described how everyone would shut up when Kenneth walked into the room: ‘he had an aura.’

Genesia then considered the other great British choreographer, Sir Frederick Ashton. She worked with him on Rhapsody and said he was ‘a very special man’. He wanted dancers to bend more and move more than you could ever imagine. Gary never met Sir Fred but said he could appreciate his genius. His works are still very difficult for dancers to perform today even though technique has moved on. When Gary coaches Sir Fred’s work as Ballet Master, he finds it hard to ensure the Ashton style is recreated as it should be.
As described above, the role of Princess Louise was Genesia’s big break. Gary had the chance to shine in his second year with RB when he danced Winter Dreams. Allison asked what was necessary for dancers to be promoted. Gary said ‘perseverance’! Genesia described how choreographers used to say ‘I want her/him’ and their wishes would always be granted, even if the dancers weren’t strong enough. Now casting is very different as artistic staff consult and agree on who dances in each work and the choreographer doesn’t always get their first choice. 
Gary and Genesia discussed roles they have performed. Genesia has danced Natalia in Month in the Country, Fairy Godmother and Summer Fairy (her favourite) in Cinderella and roles in La Valse, Giselle and Sleeping Beauty among many others. As Bathilde in Giselle, Sir Peter Wright wanted Genesia to be ‘the bitch from hell’ and so she was! Gary has recently been performing as an Ugly Sister in Cinderella. He said ‘it’s a daunting task... to respect the choreography as Fred wanted but also keep it up to date and make it your own’. His Ugly Sister partnership with Philip Moseley has been particularly successful as they have a love-hate relationship which works well as a dynamic onstage. The one role both dancers share is Madge in La Sylphide, for which they were expertly coached by Sorella Englund guided them through the role from start to finish, allowing them time to consider Madge’s character and motivations and encouraging them to find their own interpretations. Gary said he was the ‘odd one out’ as a male dancing the role. Johan Kobborg gave him the freedom to create a new Madge, without having to play the character as a woman or a witch. Sorella’s coaching really helped both dancers, giving detailed characterisation ideas, such as feeling the bones hurting.
Genesia explained that coaching is very rare for character roles, especially after you have done them many times. Gary wishes there was more coaching time for their roles, as they are so integral to the storytelling of ballets. Gary said at least now he can easily do an old face! He also looks at people on the tube and in paintings for inspiration. Both dancers worry about the fact that acting is no longer taught at the Royal Ballet School. Genesia described the danger that dancers will now not be able ‘to make the story real’. She feels it’s a big loss, as dancers sometimes make everything balletic and lose the ability to walk and be like a normal person. Gary highlighted that you can’t have someone walking to a fish stall in Romeo and Juliet with pointed feet! It’s also important that the drama is carried all the way to the back of the amphitheatre.
Allison asked Gary and Genesia to consider the closure of the Royal Opera House in 1997. Genesia said it was ‘very, very scary... we weren’t going to exist anymore!’ The original plan had been to close down the Royal Ballet altogether, but luckily it didn’t happen and the company instead toured other theatres. The Hammersmith Apollo was the most unusual, although Genesia loved performing there as she lived five minutes away! During the ROH closure, Gary was offered a role on the other side of the world with K-Ballet. It seemed ideal to him – at 28 and performing mainly acting roles with RB, he was aware of the shortness of dancers’ careers and wanted to be doing more dancing. With teaching, dancing and the option of choreography included at K-Ballet, the offer was irresistible. He went with four other dancers to form the company of ‘five western boys in Tokyo’; they were idolised by the Japanese people. Gary thought he was ‘irreplaceable’ in the Royal Ballet, but of course the company did move on without him.
Gary spent two and a half years in Japan and felt he like he really grew up while he was there. He then came back to London, joining English National Ballet in 2002, where he worked with amazing people like David Wall and was able to discover himself and his artistry. In 2004, he got a surprise phone call from Monica Mason, saying she wanted him to be a character in the next production of Sylvia and rejoin the company. It was ‘unbelievable’ but he was also terrified as both he and the Royal Ballet had changed. Although the company is like ‘one big family’, it was difficult to now be junior to dancers he had once ‘looked after’ when they joined the corps de ballet who had now risen above him in the rankings.
Allison asked whether the newer ROH surroundings modernised the Royal Ballet’s approach. Genesia said that it’s a younger and friendlier company with ‘phenomenal facilities’. Before the closure, barre warm ups before stage calls were on the carpeted floors of the Crush Bar and the Pit Lobby. After stage calls, dancers then had to travel back to Baron’s Court for an afternoon of rehearsals. But whilst the luxury of such a wonderful environment at the Opera House now is great, she feels dancers work much harder. Because facilities are available, there are many more shows programmed and rehearsals go on longer.
Discussing the imminent retirement of Dame Monica Mason next year, Genesia expressed her admiration for Monica’s energy and dedication. ‘She’s a hard act to follow... she watches every show... her life, as long as I’ve known Monica, has been the Royal Ballet’. Genesia had worked with five artistic directors while in the company and states the importance of the new person having a good understanding of the company’s history. Gary would like someone with ‘a certain soul’, who is mature and respects the company’s values and repertoire but is also able to embrace new choreography.
Next season, Genesia hopes she will continue performing Carabosse, and the Nurse and Lady Capulet in Romeo and Juliet as she feels she has more to give to the roles. She’d also love to do Madge in La Sylphide again but there are very few performances scheduled. Gary wasn’t sure what he would be doing in next season but there is speculation he might perform Song of the Earth. He said he would rather not dance it again as he couldn’t possibly top the last time he did it, which was for Darcey Bussell’s farewell performance. When asked about roles they would like to perform, Gary raised his eyebrows and suggested Carabosse. He would really like to perform Widow Simone in La Fille Mal Gardée. Genesia said she wishes she could do the Juliet scene where she sits on the bed and thinks about how to escape her marriage to Paris.

Allison asked what the speakers thought of live cinema relays. Gary said he thought they were fantastic for making the ROH more accessible for people who can’t get to London. And Gary’s friends enjoyed being able to watch him in a cinema in Colchester with drinks and popcorn! The issue of 3D ballet films was discussed, and members felt they were sometimes great and sometimes awful. Gary questioned whether ballet should be seen as intended from the proscenium arch view. 

A Ballet Circle member asked Gary what musicals he would like to be in if he was on the West End. Gary said he liked the big MGM musicals or anything with song and dance together like Singin’ in the Rain. The member suggested he would be very good in Cage Aux Folles and Priscilla, as he could bring a butch energy to the roles. Gary loved doing Viva La Diva at the O2 with Darcey Bussell – he had the biggest smile on his face performing that. He had just seen Celine Dion performing at the O2 the week before so it was very exciting and nerve-wracking. Gary said he would hate the day he doesn’t feel nervous about going onstage. Genesia has to prepare for performance by going ‘in the zone’. For Carabosse, she starts pacing with her stick and becoming evil to ‘rev up’!
Another member asked whether the dancers liked touring. Gary said ‘I love touring with the Royal Ballet – I have my touring wife (Genesia)!’ With ENB, he had performed to provincial audiences rather than the usual ballet-goers, which was a great experience. He once got a memorable reaction from a man in Liverpool, who said ‘I thought you would be a bit poofy, but you were quite good!’
Asked about embarrassing moments, Gary described dancing Bay Middleton with Cindy Jourdain, where he split his tight trousers, but fortunately was wearing a tail coat which covered the damage! Cindy spent the pas de deux looking at him in horror rather than with a loving gaze. Genesia fell down the stairs in La Fille Mal Gardee. That performance, Kenneth MacMillan was watching and he’d never enjoyed an Ashton ballet so much! Genesia said she falls over a lot.

Allison asked Gary to speak a bit more about the other aspects of his busy work life, like his patronage of charities Chelsea Ballet and the Hunger Project and work as ballet master with the RB. He described his enjoyment of supporting the charitable causes, but wishes he had more time for them. He said being a ballet master is difficult, as he has to shift from dancing himself to taking rehearsals. He’s still everybody’s friend at the RB, so perhaps in the future he will go somewhere else to be ballet master where people don’t know him. Gary also spoke of how he loves choreography but doesn’t have time to do it, though he enjoyed putting a pas de deux together recently with Mara Galeazzi for her Gala for Africa. Genesia said choreography was ‘too scary’ for her!
The evening finished with Allison thanking the guests for their interesting insights into their lives and careers.
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