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IN THE DANCE WORLD,
d'Ambaoise is a living legend. He was a

Jacques

tough street kid who rose to the rank of
New York City
George Balanchine's protégé,

Baller principal as
choreo-
graphed several ballets for the company
and wrote and directed for film and tel-
evision. He has authored several books
on dance and remains a leader in dance
outreach and educanion,

During his performance career,
d'Amboise originated more Balanchine
roles than any other dancer. Among
them are some of Mr Bs most iconic
American ballets: Who
Cares?, Jewels, Stars and Stripes
D’ Amboise was

and classically
and
Raymonda Variations.
perhaps most celebrared for the title role
of Apollo (though he did not help create
the part), captivating audiences with his
energy, handsome features and unmis-
takably cool and commanding presence.
Ironically, Balanchine summarized the
theme of this ballet as: “A wild, untamed
vouth learns nobility through art.”
D'Amboise’s foray into teaching
began in the late "60s, while he was sull

dancing professionally. His first class

gathered on Saturdays ar the School of

American Ballet and was made up of a

group of voung boys, including

d’Amboise’s two sons,

At age 50, nearly 35 years after join-
ing NYCB, d"Amboise left the company
to fully invest himself in dance educa-

tion. In 1976, he established the

lifetime achievement award
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MNational Dance Institute with the goal of
providing children, regardless of finan-
cial status or background, the opportu-
Today, NDI's
free programming annually reaches over
40,000 New York City public school

students and provides additional after-

niry to experience the ars.

school programming, teacher training
(with a codified method of pedagogy)
and nanonal residencies. NDI currently
operates 12 schools and will open another
in Shanghai in September,
“What keeps him going is
his incredible thirst o continue
savs MNDI
director Ellen Weinstein,

learning,™ artistic
who
first met d’Ambaise while
studying ar SUNY Purchase,
where he was dean of the
dance deparrment. “It%s gen-
uine and real. And vou feel it.
You're inspired. And that's the
lesson for the kids—to believe
in something 100 percent and
share thar with others.”

D*Amboise'’s
humanity and agelessness has

sense  of

allowed many to find mspira-
tion through his work. “He
believes that every moment is
the most important moment,”
savs Weinstein. “And he sees
the possibilities of excellence
in everyvone he meets,”

His latest endeavor, the
Was a

memoir [ Dancer,

recounts his incredible life in a manner
every bit as lively as the man himself,
With a Kennedy
MNational Medal of Arts, a MacArthur
fellowship

Center Honor, a

and mulople honorary
degrees and docrorates o his name
already, DT honors the contributions
of d’Ambaoise with another accolade—
the 2011

AchievementAward.

Dance Teacher Liferime

—Kristin Schiwal

O"Amboise in
Balanchine's
Stars and Stripes
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lifetime achievement award

Jacques d'Ambueise
talks with Dance
Teacher contributing
editor Kate Lydon
about teaching dance
in public schools, his
boundless energy and
what Mr. B thought
about NDI.

Why do you think it's important for
everyone to have the opportunity to
learn to dance?

You go to school to learn, How can you con-
sider yoursall learmned if you don’t know any-
thing about music, dance, theater and poetry
or science and mathematics? The best way
to leamn about anything is to do it. Does that
mean, if you take math and do science
experments in a lab, that you have 10 grow
up to be a scientist or a physicist? Mol You
take math becausa it's impontant in your
learning. Wiy aren't music, dance, poelry
and theater part of the leaming process in
our school systems? And treated equally to
other subjects? My belief is that you are not a
learnad person without knowing these
aspects that describe what makes us human,

Do you have tricks for getting uninter-
ested students involved and listening?
All lgarning is best done in the form of play.
When there's an individual attemgpting to
acquire the mastery of a skill and the teacher
can turn the learming into a form of play that
has to do with challenges, it works. The stu-
dent has to achieve a higher level of excel-
lence to play the game.

I'll give you an example: The mother says to
her 10-year-old daughter, "Hey, it's your furn
to put out the garbage.” The little girs says,
“Ah, Mom, I'm 50 tired! I've been playing &l
day. | don't want to put out the garbage.” A
child will play until she drops, if it's a game,

girl can’t wait to get up, walk backwards and
sing as she takes the garbage out. Everything
is learned by meeting challenges that are
jonful, When doing something to pass a test
with fear as the reason, you cram, you pass
it, maybe, and you forget it as soon as you
can. You hate the subject. But what if learn-
ing was joyful and exciting and passing tests
was only part of this big game of discovering
pathways toward excellence? That's what MOI
sirives to do.

What about working with kids who are
having lots of trouble with the material?
Work to make sure that person is brought
out of being the loser or the failure. He or
she will be your most important success.
Other studants will look back and think: hy
teacher was strict, but he/she never gave
up. Maybe ane day I'll be the kaser and my
teacher won't give up on me.

You have always had this infectious
energy. How important is that to you?
In science, the arts, on and offstage: If you
make the formula for life, the first fluid you
put into the beaker is energy. Without energy
nothing happens.

What did Mr. Balanchine think about
NDI?

Balanchine used to come to all the NDI
performances. We would finish daing a big
show and | would go to the cast party,
Seven o'clock the next morning my phone
would ring. “It's Balanchine,” he would say.
“Last night. Waonderful. Very important.
Children learn about music and dance. The
real thing. A performance with audience
looking and they either applaud or boo.” The
last show he came o, whan he was dying,
he had written me a song. Oh, it's 50 beauti-
fud, It's in my book. | had commissionead it

Above: D'Amboise and Weinstein inspine a
group of public school children in a National
Dance Institule class.

and given him a 3500 check, and he tore it
up. And by the way, that song descriDes
him. He was like light.

s0 mother says, “What if you put out the
garbage walking backwards and singing ‘The
Star Spangled Banner.' | bet you can do it
but if you can't do it, then your brother gets
to try after you.” Well the brother, who has
been smirking about his sister having to put
out the garbage, now wants 1o do it, and the

Kate Lydon teaches for American Batiet
Theatre's Jacquelne Kennady Onassis
School and is editar in chiaf of Dance Spirit.
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