The Telegraph A 2 =

Q News Sport Business Money Travel Calculators Opinion Ukraine Health

Celia Franca

21 February 2007 - 12:01am

¥y f O

Celia Franca, who died in Ottawa on Monday aged 85, was a noted British ballerina and
was founder of the National Ballet of Canada - at the time she was working as a filing
clerk in a Toronto department store in order to secure its sponsorship.

During her 23-year directorship Celia Franca took the company to the world standing
that it enjoys to this day.

Modelled on the Sadler's Wells Ballet, it retained a strong English core in its repertoire
and style, and attracted significant associations with the great world stars Erik Bruhn
and Rudolf Nureyev.

Celia Franca had been a distinctive soloist with the Ballet Rambert and Sadler's Wells
Ballet when, in 1950, three Toronto ladies asked Ninette de Valois to advise them on
who should run a new national Canadian ballet.

They had been excited by the triumphant New York debut of the Sadler's Wells Ballet
the previous year, and did not wish to promote either of Canada's existing ballet
companies.

De Valois recommended Celia Franca, then only 29, as having the skills and toughness
required for the job.

On her arrival in Toronto, Celia Franca made it clear that she would not collaborate
with the native companies, the Russian-influenced Volkoff Ballet and the still largely
amateur Winnipeg Ballet.

She also upset Canada's ballet teachers by proclaiming that training standards would
have to be world-class for a company to thrive.

She further discovered that her base was a poorly-heated hall with a leaking roof,
pigeons in the rafters and rats in the basement.

Just 10 months later, in November 1951, Celia Franca launched the National Ballet of
Canada, having recruited and trained 29 dancers and an administrative staff while
doing secretarial work at Eaton's department store, which owned the auditorium.

Initially the public was cool towards the British refinement of style, having been used
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The National Ballet's repertoire was deliberately similar to London's, ranging from 19th-
century classics to creations from the Rambert and Sadler's Wells choreographers
Antony Tudor and Frederick Ashton - works by John Cranko and Kenneth MacMillan
would later also become central to the company's identity.

Celia Franca herself danced leading roles until 1959, by which time she was confident
enough of national support to set up, in partnership with another Englishwoman, Betty
Oliphant, the National Ballet School.

She continued to choreograph, creating Nutcracker (1964 and Cinderella (1968), which
she re-created as a television film that won Canada's first Emmy Award in 1970.

She also pulled off a coup when she persuaded the great Danish male star Erik Bruhn to
stage La Sylphide and Swan Lake.

More controversial was the 1972 production by Rudolf Nureyev of The Sleeping Beauty,
created as a star vehicle for him to tour North America, but which had the potential to
make the NBC's international name.

As its costs soared beyond the original $250,000 estimate, members of the National
Ballet's board mortgaged their houses to fund its overspend, knowing that they had
little choice when the production's tour would culminate in the NBC's New York Met
debut the following year.

Celia Franca disliked Nureyev, and was overruled by him on almost every matter,
including the casting of Princess Aurora - in the event, his choice, the young Karen
Kain, was to become an overnight sensation in New York.

Two years later the National Ballet again made world headlines when Nureyev's

compatriot Mikhail Baryshnikov defected in Toronto and made his first performance an
appearance with the NBC ballerina Veronica Tennant.

Born in London on June 25 1921, Celia Franks was the daughter of a Jewish tailor, and
started dance lessons at the age of four. She won scholarships to the Guildhall School of
Music and the Royal Academy of Dance, and made her professional debut in musical
comedy aged 14.

The following year she was hired by Ballet Rambert, where she was taken under the
wing of the young choreographer Antony Tudor, finding herself in the opening cast of
his first masterpiece, Dark Elegies.

It was there that she created her own first choreography, Constanza's Lament, to
Beethoven's music (1938).

In 1941, after a brief engagement with the International Ballet, she joined Sadler's Wells
where, between 1941 and 1946, her dramatic presence brought her prominent roles in
Robert Helpmann's Hamlet (1942), as Gertrude to Margot Fonteyn's Ophelia, and
Miracle in the Gorbals (1944), as The Prostitute.

Her oreanisine and teaching skills were noted bv Ninette de Valois. who also



encouraged her to choreograph two works: Khadra to Sibelius's music (1946) and
Bailemos to Massenet (1947).

In 1947 the new touring Metropolitan Ballet asked her to be soloist and ballet mistress,
and while there she choreographed the first-ever BBC ballets, Eve of St Agnes and
Dance of Salome. However, the Metropolitan Ballet was short-lived, and she returned
to Ballet Rambert. Soon afterwards she received the invitation to Canada.

Celia Franca described the establishment of the National Ballet of Canada as "one
continual fight", and became increasingly dictatorial. "I think I was destined to run a
ballet company and push people around," she said in an interview.

Dancers feared her, but they also recognised that Canadian dancers now had no need to
leave their country to become world-renowned artists.

Her resignation in 1974 was the climax to a bitter, and permanent, falling-out with Betty
Oliphant, head of the National Ballet School, whom she accused of wanting to be
"queen bee" of the company as well as of the school.

An angry Celia Franca decamped to Ottawa and broke off relations with the National

Ballet.

The chill lasted for two years, until Frederick Ashton's lover, Alexander Grant, was
appointed the company's artistic director. Celia Franca resumed staging her
productions, and in 1978 she published a history of the National Ballet of Canada.

Celia Franca was appointed an Officer of the Order of Canada in 1967, and elevated to
Companion in 1985. She was a juror in the leading world ballet competitions and a
member of the Canada Council.

She was married three times: to the London dancer Leo Kersley and the Toronto
theatre technician Bert Anderson, both of whom she divorced; and, from 1960 until his
death in 1997, to the eminent clarinettist James Morton. There were no children.
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