
Forsythe makes a surprise exit

Frankfurt's decision to get rid of the leading avant-garde ballet choreographer will have
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worldwide repercussions, says Ismene Brown

By Ismene Brown
30 May 2002 • 12:01am

In a shock move that will rebound around the artistic world, the leading avant-garde

ballet choreographer William Forsythe has been told by the German city of Frankfurt

that it intends to close down his company, the internationally renowned Ballett

Frankfurt.

In an ironic twist, a controlling group of councillors, who dislike his modern ideas, plan

to replace the company with a "classical story-ballet" company, once his contract ends

in 2004.

Forsythe, who has been director of Ballett Frankfurt since 1984, has become the most

sought-after ballet choreographer of recent times, with his explosively athletic ballets

seen at the Royal Ballet, Paris Opera Ballet, New York City Ballet and most recently the

Kirov.

But it is his more iconoclastic, unconventional side that is expressed in Ballett

Frankfurt - in works such as Eidos:Telos, recently seen in London. It is such pieces that

the politicians of Frankfurt are not interested in and do not understand.

A shocked Forsythe yesterday told The Daily Telegraph that he intends to Vght the

plan, but has been dismayed by the hostility of a "smear campaign" from the city

council. As director of the city's avant-garde theatre, TAT, as well as running Ballett

Frankfurt, he believes that the proposal to end his contract was led by a need to cover

up the city's lamentable Vnancial state - coupled with an attitude to what is acceptable

and unacceptable in art.

"I'm trying to feel calm, but I don't feel I should have to endure such hostility. I haven't

deserved it. There's a ruling class here that seems to believe art is either eigentlich or

uneigentlich, which translates as 'our own' or 'not our own'," he said.

"We are now considered uneigentlich. But TAT is intended to be one of Germany's

leading avant-garde theatres. And Ballett Frankfurt has the highest income rate in

relation to public subsidy of any cultural institution in Germany. We have a 96 per cent

attendance rate at our performances, and I have earned this city 40 million marks

[about £12 million] with my touring. What single other person has contributed that

kind of money to the city?"

The Vnancially strapped council apparently thinks it would save about £4 million by

closing the ballet, and another £3 million by closing TAT.

However, Daland Segler, culture editor of the Frankfurter Rundschau, who broke the

story yesterday, told me that he expected a big protest from the whole of Germany once

they heard the news. "The outcry may in_uence the council to change its mind," he

said.

Forsythe, 52, protested: "Hardly any of these councillors have seen my work; the mayor
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came once. It's unbearable that decisions determining the relevance of international

cultural institutions should be assigned to those with little understanding or even

abection for the arts."

Forsythe has been told that the council will tell him his fate on Monday - "but it doesn't

look good," he said. Meanwhile, an international protest is already being mustered from

London, headed by Tate galleries director Nicholas Serota and arts patron Angela

Bernstein.

Serota told me yesterday: "Frankfurt need to be reminded that they're not taking a

decision that is local to their city, but one that will have international repercussions. It

has been an extraordinary credit to the city that they have been host to this remarkable

company, but the success of it brings a responsibility on them to continue it. Let them

start a classical company if they wish, but don't destroy the most brilliant contemporary

company of our time."

The council could not be reached for comment yesterday.
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