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Classic ballet duos
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Ismene Brown looks back on some of the most inspirational duos in ballet
Marie Taglioni and Fanny Elssler

Classical ballet as we know it began when an abnormally slender Italian girl inspired
her father to invent a poetic new vision in dance. In La Sylphide (1832), Marie Taglioni
(1804-1884) danced in the recently invented toe-blocked slippers to suggest an ethereal
new feminine ideal - virginal, deathless, supernatural.

But Fanny Elssler (above left, 1810-1884), a sexy Austrian with bravura technique and a
more exotic sense of drama, soon became just as popular. These two images of the
ballerina - described by novelist Théophile Gautier as Christian and pagan - have
endured in the characters and technical styles of ballet ever since.

Margot Fonteyn and Moira Shearer

Fonteyn (1919-1991) and Shearer (b 1926) were rival talents as Sadler's Wells Ballet hit
world consciousness after the Second World War. From her teens, the dark, lyrical
Fonteyn had been Ninette de Valois and Frederick Ashton's favoured protégée, and her
Sleeping Beauty in New York in 1949 was the global breakthrough for British ballet.

But red-headed Shearer was Ashton's first Cinderella in 1948, and George Balanchine,
making Ballet Imperial in London in 1950, much preferred the quick-witted, breezy
Scot to Fonteyn. Shearer's critical career move was making the film The Red Shoes,
starring as the driven ballerina. She became a movie legend but did not re-establish her
stage career and turned to theatre and literature, while Fonteyn was the one who could

not take off her dancing shoes.
Antoinette Sibley and Lynn Seymour

Both born in 1939, they studied and became stars together. Initially, the soft lyricism of
Seymour contrasted with the showier technique of Sibley. But they both confounded
categories when they inspired an outpouring of new ballets from Ashton and
MacMillan.

Seymour first zigzagged between MacMillan's scary, psychosexual The Invitation and

the loving innocence of Ashton's Two Pigeons before later egging MacMillan on to his
most daring creations (Juliet, Anastasia, Mary Vetsera), as well as to Ashton's character
studies, the Isadora waltzes and A Month in the Country.
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Young Sibley's extraordinary partnership with Anthony Dowell inspired Ashton's erotic
The Dream and MacMillan's Manon; she succeeded Fonteyn as classical queen of the
Royal, world famous for her Swan Lake and Cinderella.
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