
Flemming Flindt

Flemming Flindt, the Danish dancer and choreographer, who died in Florida on March
3 aged 72, created several memorably macabre modern ballets and was a leading <gure
in the revitalisation of Denmark's ancient ballet.
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Flindt's work The Lesson, featuring a creepy ballet teacher who murders his girl pupil,
has become a major draw for male stars wanting to move into dramatic performance.
He also regularly caused a sensation with his deployment of nudity in ballet.

One of the <nest classical dancers of his generation, Flindt danced as a guest of the
Royal Ballet, London Festival Ballet and Ballet Rambert, among other world
companies. He became a favourite choreographer of the ageing Rudolf Nureyev, whom
he persuaded to give up classics and turn to dramatic modern character ballets, which
marked a startling second career for the Russian defector when he was his <fties.

Flindt created two ballets in collaboration with the British composer Sir Peter Maxwell
Davies: Salome, which included much nudity for the title role (danced by Flindt's wife,
Vivi Gelker), and the historical drama Caroline Mathilde, about the mad sister of George
III.

Asked why so many of his ballets were on the sombre side, Flindt once said: "I do think
that life is a pretty tragic journey. Thank God for the wonderful moments we do have.
But these stories are what life is, and what happens all the time."

Flemming Flindt was born on June 30 1936 in Copenhagen and studied at the schools of
the Royal Danish Ballet and Paris Opéra with such success that he joined the Danish
Ballet as a soloist at the age of only 18. He rapidly became a sought-after guest star
around the world, frequently in London. He performed with the London Festival Ballet
in the mid-1950s to brilliant e`ect, and his subsequent returns to Britain – in Auguste

Bournonville's La Sylphide, with Ballet Rambert in 1960, and in Ashton's Sylvia with the
Royal Ballet in 1963 – were highly praised for their grand style and exceptional
de<nition of step.

In 1961 he was made an étoile at Paris Opéra Ballet, proving outstanding not only in the
classics La Sylphide and Harald Lander's Études, but also in the stagings in Paris by
George Balanchine, who preferred Flindt to do his more demanding male solos.

In 1963 Flindt made a startling choreographic debut with The Lesson, created
originally for Danish television from a short story by Eugene Ionesco, but rapidly taken
up on stages around the world. When still only 30 he was appointed director of his
native company, the Royal Danish Ballet, where for the next 12 years he energetically
shook up its traditional repertoire with contemporary dance additions by American
modernists such as Paul Taylor and Glen Tetley.

His own ballets were in decidedly modern taste, particularly Miraculous Mandarin
(1967), with his wife Vivi as a girl luring men into violent ambushes, and the daring
Triumph of Death (1971), a ballet created for television from Ionesco's Jeu de Massacre.
It featured an all-nude cast, cages of prisoners, orgies involving shop assistants and a
writhing apotheosis set to rock music. Perhaps unsurprisingly, it caused an outcry.

Other ballets, such as Jeux (1973) and Dreamland (1974), also brought in a new, younger
public, and led to criticism that the Danish dancers were losing their classical purity of
style under his zealous modernisation.

Flindt resigned in 1978 and formed his own company to create further experimental
ballets, notably Salome in 1978, starring his wife and with himself as Herod; its score is



considered one of Sir Peter Maxwell Davies's <nest achievements. In 1981 Flindt moved
to the United States to take up the position of director of the Dallas Ballet. After its
closure in 1989 he returned to international freelance choreography.

Meanwhile, The Lesson became internationally renowned, and a favourite role of
Nureyev in his later career. It has been vigorously taken up again recently by male stars
in the Bolshoi, American Ballet Theatre and the Royal Ballet, notably by the London
star Johan Kobborg.

It was Flindt who brusquely told the 50-year-old Nureyev that he must stop dancing
Swan Lake and take up character roles; he created for him two outstanding new roles,
in The Overcoat in 1989 (from Gogol's story of an insigni<cant man who wants a new
coat), and, in 1991, Death in Venice, in which Nureyev was Von Aschenbach.

Flindt also directed Proko<ev's opera The Love of Three Oranges at New York's City
Center Opera, and, in Copenhagen, a dramatisation of Kaja's Metamorphosis.

Flemming Flindt was appointed a Knight of Dannebrog in 1974 and awarded the Carina
Ari Medal in the following year.

He is survived by his wife and three daughters.
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