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ofyoung
children are enrolled in
dance classes all over the

, andweknow
that little girls dream of

being a ballerina. They have bed-
roorns that are decorated with lovely
dancers swirling on their toes; they
carry book bags and totes with giant
pictures of shiny pointe shoes. Yet,
there are very few opportunities for
these youngsters to actually see this
beautiful art forrn in a venue on their
level. Even most ballets that would
seem to appeal to children actually are
too long and complicated to hold a

child's attention.
How fortunate Diana Byer came

along. She isthe artistic director 1F
and driving force behind New {
York Theatre Ballet (NYTB),
a small professional cornpany
in NewYork City that, among other
things, presents ballets specifically
choreographed and designed for ages

3 to I2. Once Upon A Ballet is a series

offour different ballets presented at
Florence Gould Hall each year. They
are one-hour versions of classic ballets
orjust wonderful stories that, as yet,
haven't taken ballet form. For instance,
alongwith "Nutcracker, " "The Sleep-
ing Beauty, " "Cinderella, " "Carnival
of theAnimals" and "Alice inWonder-
land," theyhave also perforrned "Thles

of Hans ChristianAndersen, " which
included both "The Little Merrnaid"
as well as "The Nightingale. "
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his all began in the I98os when Kerrnit
Love, designer of Big Bird and Snuffle-
upagus (also designed the original cos-
turnes for "Rodeo" and "Fancy Free"),

andJim Henson wanted to develop a one-hour
"Nutcracker" for inner-city children to teach thern

about the theater. Byer joined their discussion,
which included a speaking role for Drosselrneyer,
and the Once Upon A Ballet prograrn was born.

Alongside Byer in this endeavor is Christina
Paolucci, the executive director/associate artis-
tic director of NYTB. A forrner dancer with the

cornpany, Paolucci insists that
the ballets are not "dumbed-
down. " She says that they pro-
duce sophisticated works, rich
in artistry that are accessible

to children with shorter atten-
tion spans. "The costumes,
sets, props, theatrical concepts,
lighting, music and choreogra-
phy all corne together to make

a very cornplete and cohesive

whole in each of the one-hour
ballets in our repertory. Our
Once Upon A Ballet program-
rning offers our audiences, both
children and adults, an enrich-

ing and pleasurable experi-
ence. I view the ballets as

'little gerns'-each a small dia-
rnond with rnany facets and its
own unique sparkle. "

Besides the fact that the ballets

are shortened to accornmodate

children's short attention spans,

Byer has incorporated some inge-
nious and educational aspects to
these performances. When tickets

are purchased, whether online or
in person, included is a two-page

guideline for parents to prepare
the children for the performance.
Byer says that sometirnes J and

4-year-old children are afraid of
the dark. She also explains about
applause and using the bathroorn
before curtain tirne. Letting the

child hand the ticket to the usher.

The theater where these bal-
lets are presented, Florence
Gould Hall, seats {.oo, but for
"Cinderella" and "The Sleep-
ing Beauty,' a stage extension is

used which lowers the number
to 36o. The sight lines are all
unrestricted and there is a steep

rake in the audience, which
rneans even the people in the
back row are close to the stage.

There purposely is no interrnis-
sion because Byer feels that once
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Puss'N Boots

the performance is interrupted,
it's difficult to regain the chil-
dren's attention.

The sets and costumes are
colorful and irnaginative. Both
Sylvia Nolan, also resident cos-
tume designer at the Metropoli-

-\

tan Opera, and the set designer, Gillian Bradshaw-
Srnith, have worked with the company since it
started 2$ years ago. These two women blend their
skills to present a magical wonderland onstage. In
"Alice in \Monderland Follies" nine children wear
a table costurne with little teacups and doilies on
their heads.

((ltry to keep the dancers'feet on the ground. lt's not about being
a'star'or being spoiled and demanding. The dancers learn to listen
to their choreographer; they must do the best they can; they must
be polite; they must be grateful; and their manners count. These
are life lessons, and they are getting their life lessons through the
afts. , J -Diana 

Byer, Artistic Director of NyTB
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or teachers or choreographers who

would also like to present Programs
with condensed ballets, Byer offers
this advice, "First, you have to have

a choreographer that knows how to

tell a story-not just someone who is good at put-
ting steps together. We discuss how we can get rid
of superfi.cial characters without eliminating the

story line. For instance, inJarnes Sutton's 'Sleeping

Beauty' we have the Lilac Fairy with only three fairy
attendants. At the wedding party in the end, we only
do three divertissements. Of course, arnong them

are Puss and Boots and Red Riding Hood. In our
'Nutcracker' Drosselmeyer is late for the party. He

arrives after all the guests have gone home. That is

the way we get rid of a lot of the first act. "

Byer and Paolucci share the sarne vision for the com-

pany and its endeavors. Paolucci says they've worked

together for so long that they understand each other

and what is best for the organization as a whole. "A
special component to our leadership is that two women

run NYTB in the major roles as founder, artistic

director and executive director. Currently, rnen run
most ballet cornpanies. Diana was my teacher, in the

studio and on stage, and now she is rny colleague-"

This is not just an educational experience for the

audience, but also for the dancers. The company

of ro adult dancers is supplemented by children
from Ballet School NY. Besides Once Upon A
Ballet, the company has a series called Signature

and another, Dance On A Shoestring. In the lat-
ter series, children from the school get to Perform
at least one piece-sornetirne two or three' They
also have the opportunity to audition for the Once

Upon A Ballet performances. Byer likes to get the

children on stage as much as possible so that they

learn to deal with their nerves when they are young
This fine teacher and artistic director attributes

(( I view the ballets as'little
gems'-each a small diamond

with many facets and its own

unique sparkle.

-Christina Paolucci, Executive Director of NYTB

much of her knowledge and inspiration to her
teacher, Margaret Craske. Wren Byer took her first
class, she said that she "saw the light"-she found
the truth in dancing. Craske, Cecchetti's student

Cinderella &
Fairy Godmother
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