
Melissa Hayden

12 August 2006 • 12:01am

Melissa Hayden, who has died aged 83, was a much-admired leading ballerina in
George Balanchine's New York City Ballet; she had a rare ability to Birt subtly with her
audience in even the most abstract of ballets.

Combining a bravura technique with a witty personality, she enjoyed an unusually long
career for a ballerina at New York City Ballet, in which youth tended to be prized, being
a member from 1950 to 1973, when she retired at the age of 50.

Already 27 when she joined Balanchine's Bedgling company, Melissa Hayden had been a
leading dancer in Cuba for Alicia Alonso and for the "other" New York company,
American Ballet Theater. Her stamina, precision and exuberantly dramatic presence
enabled her to excel in the eclectic ballet scene of 1950s New York as she ranged from
Swan Lake to such experimental masterpieces as Agon.

Unlike other dancers who were moulded from youth by the choreographer, Melissa
Hayden was never a typical "Balanchine ballerina", and at Wrst she found it hard to
adjust from Ballet Theater's conventional classical ballerina hierarchy to Balanchine's
new, more modern grouping.

Small and strong, she also found herself physically altering under the new demands for
speed and Bexibility that the Russian émigré choreographer was inventing for
American ballet. She believed her muscled, rounded limbs became elongated under his
insistently rapid daily classes - the streamlined Balanchine "look", she said, was not a
matter of a naturally long, slender physique but "a look of movement".

Though Melissa Hayden joined the company in a supporting role to the

choreographer's then wife and muse, the half-Scots, half-Native American ballerina
Maria Tallchief, she speedily became "a star in our starless company", as the company's
founder, Lincoln Kirstein, remarked.

This was a period when Balanchine invited a variety of choreographers to create works
for his company. They included Jerome Robbins and Britain's Frederick Ashton, both of
whom were drawn to Melissa Hayden's ebullient earthiness. Ashton, in his 1950 ballet
Illuminations, set to Benjamin Britten's cantata on Arthur Rimbaud's poetry, featured
her in a notably erotic role as Profane Love, with one foot in a pointe shoe and the other
bare. His sudden request that she remove a ballet shoe late on in rehearsal alarmed her,
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bare. His sudden request that she remove a ballet shoe late on in rehearsal alarmed her,
until he pointed out that all the choreography she had learned so far was fashioned for
this unprecedented idea. When the company came to London that summer, Melissa
Hayden was reckoned Covent Garden's favourite.

Balanchine featured Melissa Hayden's physical dynamism and stage charisma in his
masterpiece Agon (1957), as Titania in A Midsummer Night's Dream (1962), and in
Caracole (1952), Divertimento no 15 (1956), Episodes (1959), Donizetti Variations (1960)
and Stars and Stripes (1958), among others. In the latter, costumed like a patriotic
parade and strutting to de Souza marches, she and her partner, Jacques d'Amboise,
were dubbed by the company "Ike and Mamie" (for the Eisenhowers).

Melissa Hayden was born Mildred Herman in Toronto, Canada, on April 25 1923.
Known all her life as "Millie", she was Wrst inspired to dance by seeing the Ballet Russe
de Monte Carlo and its "baby ballerinas", the teenagers Tamara Toumanova and Irina
Baronova. "I made a silent vow that I would become a dancer - one day, a great dancer,"
she recalled later.

After studying locally, she got her Wrst job in New York's Radio City Music Hall corps de
ballet, before, in 1945, joining New York's leading classical company, Ballet Theater;
there, the British choreographer Antony Tudor suggested she change her name.

In 1948 she went with Ballet Theater's Cuban ballerina Alicia Alonso to Havana, to help
launch Alonso's new company (now the Ballet Nacional de Cuba).

Balanchine invited Melissa Hayden back to join his young New York City Ballet in 1950,
but despite the new ballets created for her she missed her old classical leading roles. In
1953 she rejoined Ballet Theater for a season and played Claire Bloom's dancing double
in Charlie Chaplin's Wlm Limelight. However, she soon accepted that Balanchine's
choreography was too good to miss out on, and returned to him the next year.

Despite infuriating Balanchine by marrying and having children, Melissa Hayden
maintained an extraordinarily long career with him - when she eventually retired he
fondly created a farewell ballet for her, Cortège Hongrois, and presented her with
Bowers.

She became a leading Balanchine coach and taught ballet in the North Carolina School
of the Arts in Winston-Salem for 23 years. She also published an autobiography.

Melissa Hayden died on August 8 at her home in Winston-Salem. She is survived by her
husband, Donald Coleman, and by their son and daughter. MELISSA HAYDEN, who has
died aged 83, was a respected leading ballerina in George Balanchine's New York City
Ballet; she had a rare ability to Birt subtly with her audience in even the most abstract
of ballets.

Combining a bravura technique with a witty personality, she enjoyed an unusually long
career for a ballerina at New York City Ballet, in which youth tended to be prized, being
a member from 1950 to 1973, when she retired at the age of 50.

Already 27 when she joined Balanchine's Bedgling company, Melissa Hayden had been a
leading dancer in Cuba for Alicia Alonso and for the "other" New York company,
American Ballet Theater. Her stamina, precision and exuberantly dramatic presence



American Ballet Theater. Her stamina, precision and exuberantly dramatic presence
enabled her to excel in the eclectic ballet scene of 1950s New York, ranging from Swan
Lake to such experimental masterpieces as Agon.

Unlike other ballerinas who were moulded from youth by the choreographer, Melissa
Hayden was never a typical "Balanchine ballerina", and at Wrst she found it hard to
adjust from Ballet Theater's conventional classical ballerina hierarchy to Balanchine's
new, more modern grouping.

Small and strong, she also found herself physically altering under the new challenges to
speed and Bexibility that the Russian émigré choreographer was inventing for
American ballet. She believed her muscled, rounded limbs became elongated under his
insistently rapid daily classes - the streamlined Balanchine "look", she said, was not a
matter of a naturally long, slender physique but "a look of movement".

Though Melissa Hayden joined the company in a supporting role to the
choreographer's then wife and muse, the half-Scots, half-Native American ballerina
Maria Tallchief, she speedily became "a star in our starless company", as the company's
founder, Lincoln Kirstein, remarked. This was a period when Balanchine invited a
variety of choreographers to create works for the New York City Ballet, including

Jerome Robbins and Britain's Frederick Ashton, both of whom were drawn to Melissa
Hayden's ebullient earthiness.

Ashton, in his 1950 ballet Illuminations, set to Benjamin Britten's cantata on Arthur
Rimbaud's poetry, featured her in a notably erotic role as Profane Love, with one foot in
a pointe shoe and the other bare. His sudden request that she remove a ballet shoe late
on in rehearsal alarmed her, until he pointed out that all the choreography she had
learned so far was fashioned for this unprecedented idea.

When the company came to London that summer, Melissa Hayden was reckoned
Covent Garden's favourite - despite being knocked unconscious in a heavy fall while
performing William Dollar's The Duel.

Balanchine featured Melissa Hayden's physical dynamism and stage charisma in his
masterpiece Agon (1957), as Titania in A Midsummer Night's Dream (1962), and in
Caracole (1952), Divertimento no 15 (1956), Episodes (1959), Donizetti Variations (1960)
and Stars and Stripes (1958), among others. In the latter, costumed like a patriotic
parade and strutting to de Souza marches, she and her partner Jacques d'Amboise were
dubbed by the company "Ike and Mamie" (for the Eisenhowers).

Melissa Hayden was born Mildred Herman in Toronto, Canada, on April 25 1923.
Known all her life as "Millie", she was Wrst inspired to dance by seeing the Ballet Russe
de Monte Carlo and its "baby ballerinas", the teenagers Tamara Toumanova and Irina
Baronova. "I made a silent vow that I would become a dancer - one day, a great dancer,"
she recalled later.

After studying locally, she got her Wrst job in New York's Radio City Music Hall corps de
ballet, before, in 1945, joining New York's leading classical company, Ballet Theater;
there, the British choreographer Antony Tudor suggested she change her name.

In 1948 she went with Ballet Theater's Cuban ballerina Alicia Alonso to Havana, to help



In 1948 she went with Ballet Theater's Cuban ballerina Alicia Alonso to Havana, to help
launch Alonso's new company (now the Ballet Nacional de Cuba).

Balanchine invited Melissa Hayden back to join his young New York City Ballet in 1950,
but despite the new ballets created for her she missed her old classical leading roles. In
1953 she rejoined Ballet Theater for a season and played Claire Bloom's dancing double
in Charlie Chaplin's Wlm Limelight. However, she soon accepted that Balanchine's
choreography was too good to miss out on, and returned to him the next year.

Despite infuriating Balanchine by marrying and having children, Melissa Hayden

maintained an extraordinarily long career with him - retiring only at the age of 50,
when he fondly created a farewell ballet for her, Cortège Hongrois, and presented her
with Bowers.

She became a leading Balanchine coach and taught ballet in the North Carolina School
of the Arts in Winston-Salem for 23 years. She also published an autobiography.

Melissa Hayden died on August 8 at her home in Winston-Salem. She is survived by her
husband, Donald Coleman, and by their son and daughter.
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