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What was Antony Tudor thinking when he took what was expected to be the last boat

out of Britain to New York in October 1939? Was he running away from the war with his

boyfriend? Or was he going to do a quick but potentially career-making job, impatient

to get on while people discussed whether war would last?

Mr Tudor, it turned out, stayed in America, and he paid a price. His reputation in

Britain suJered, he himself suJered bitterly, and his gifts seemed to sputter and,

increasingly, desert him. The story of Antony Tudor, the third man of 20th-century

ballet, is as tortured and intriguing as any ballet he himself has devised.

Although Frederick Ashton is the genius on whom British ballet is based, it could have

been Tudor who got the crucial job. In a few brilliant years in the 1930s, between them

they produced a handful of masterpieces that have endured 70 years, and will surely

endure further. Ashton was making larky, sophisticated modern entertainments such

as Façade and Les Rendezvous when Tudor made two ballets that were shocking in

their time, for exposing emotions never talked about and opening up a rich seam of

ballet that is feverishly mined by today's choreographers.

In Jardin aux Lilas (later called Lilac Garden), he explored the love lives of his parents'
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generation, and in Dark Elegies, he took music that was never before associated with

dance - big, concert music by Mahler - and created a dance of grief for Guernica.

Nearly 70 years later, with this year's global celebrations of Ashton's centennial, it is

timely that the Edinburgh Festival is hosting a retrospective of Ashton's great rival, the

genius who got away.

Ashton and Tudor were young choreographers side by side in Marie Rambert's fervid

cook-house. She passionately encouraged choreographers, although her Gordon

Ramsay-like temperament encouraged them to disperse rapidly on their way, to seed

the great ballet developments of the future. Back in the 1930s, it would have been hard

to pick between her leading lights, the charming, sunny Ashton and the tortured, dark

Tudor.

Tudor and Ashton did not enjoy their rivalry - Tudor considered Ashton "chic and

]ippant", while Ashton, a sophisticate four years older, would say, "What is Antony

doing these days, another depth charge?" Turning out ballets by the half dozen at

Rambert's Mercury Theatre in Notting Hill, each thought the other was stealing his

ideas, but the rivalry was mutually pro^table.

Matters came to a head in 1935 when Ninette de Valois, setting up the Vic-Wells Ballet

(now the Royal Ballet), hired Ashton for her resident choreographer.

She told Tudor she would take him when he was more experienced, but later explained

that Ashton was not only more classically adept than Tudor, but also his charm

complemented her own darker, more dramatic ballets. It was an acute decision: would

Britain's ballet have taken oJ so well with de Valois and Tudor vying broodingly with

each other?

Young Tudor reacted in brilliant de^ance, producing two stunning ballets which he

never bettered, two of the century's masterworks, Lilac Garden (to be performed by

Ballet West at Edinburgh) and Dark Elegies (to be performed by the Rambert Dance

Company). He then proudly, if riskily, set up his own company.

Then came the fateful events of 1939. Accounts cast diJering lights on Tudor's

patriotism, but at ^rst he certainly thought he was going to New York only for 10

weeks. However, one of his dancers, Agnes de Mille (of the movie family, and the

choreographer of Rodeo and Oklahoma!), believed her American associates could lure
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him more easily than Ashton to America's hungry new dance platform.

In New York, Tudor's winning streak continued with the startling Pillar of Fire (1942),

another period ballet that exposed the raging urges of love, sex and frustration, and his

Romeo and Juliet the next year, for the ballerina Alicia Markova, who had also gone

transatlantic.

But on a visit to London in 1946, Tudor was shaken to be "blackballed" at the Royal

Opera House bar, grudges which took another 20 years to disperse. In America, he

continued to be a huge in]uence at the American Ballet Theatre, despite his long

creative blocks, and became a powerful teacher.

Later on he made the popular The Leaves are Fading (in Ballet West's programme), but

his ^nal legacy of 23 notated ballets seems sparse, a young genius who lost his way.

Demand for him may have been aJected by American taste shifting towards

modernism, while Ashton and Kenneth MacMillan kept the English dramatic ball

rolling. And yet Tudor incarnated in a dramatic way the agonising struggle between a

creator and his inspiration. Art, his life said, did not come easy.

Now, 17 years after his death, events have faded, and Tudor is recognised as a giant of

ballet. Rambert's director Mark Baldwin says, "I can now see Tudor in most signi^cant

choreographers. He made only a few pieces of absolute genius, but it's enough."

More stories

Ballet West dances a Tudor programme, Aug 27730. The Rambert Dance Company dances

Tudor's 'Dark Elegies' on its all-Mahler programme, Sept 274, both at The Playhouse.
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