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Mary Ellen Moylan, thrilling prodigy of American dance in the
1940s who embodied the ‘New World’ ballerina – obituary
A child of the Great Depression, winning a scholarship to Balanchine's new school in
New York became her path from poverty to world acclaim

Telegraph Obituaries

16 April 2021 1:49pm BST

Mary Ellen Moylan in Ballet Imperial, 1944, choreographed by George Balanchine: though she was one of greatest
American ballerinas of her era, she never wanted a long career
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Mary Ellen Moylan, the ballerina, who has died aged 94, was a 6eeting

superstar of world ballet in the war years, whose long-legged grace and
brilliance had an indelible e<ect on the early masterpieces of the great
Russian-American ballet choreographer George Balanchine. Balanchine
described her as his “Drst ballerina”, the icon for the image of American
ballet that endures to this day.

The long delay in public discovery of her death , which occurred a year ago
when she had long ago retired from dance to become an
accountant, somewhat echoed the way in which her renown was engulfed
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accountant, somewhat echoed the way in which her renown was engulfed
by the greater legends of more recent Balanchine ballerinas.

For Mary Ellen Moylan was a teenage prodigy who, in the 1940s, when the
ballet world was set in turmoil by wartime displacement and emigration,
embodied a new phenomenon – a “New World” ballerina, fusing breezy
athletic grace with the richly skilled imperial culture of Russian classical
ballet. The discovery of America’s ballet potential would be key to
Balanchine’s development as the genius of 20th century ballet.

A trio of portraits from 1946: she had an exciting ability to strike poses Credit: Larry Colwell, Anthony Barboza/Archive
Photos

Among the Drst generation of graduates from Balanchine’s new School of
American Ballet, the young Mary Ellen Moylan struck the leading US dance
critic Edwin Denby as “a jewel and a joy, dewy in diamonds, delicate, long,
and with a lovely pose of the head and a beautiful freedom in her

correctness”.

The dancer, wrote Denby, possessed a “graceful intrepidity and air of
candour” that made him think of demure but daredevil ballet heroines
leaping o< 20 ft waterfalls into their lovers’ arms.



Balanchine captured Mary Ellen Moylan’s boldness in his innovative ballets
of the mid-1940s, in6ecting classicism with modern risks and inventive
moves. She had not only particularly splendid legs and stage beauty, but an
exciting ability to strike poses and expand them as she balanced, creating a
suspense similar to a great opera singer hitting a top C at full volume. Her
precision skills also enabled her to perform extremely diYcult jumps with
full detailing.

With an unusually wide range, Mary Ellen Moylan was a perfect instrument
for Balanchine’s wartime explorations, triumphing in the disparate demands
of his Tchaikovsky classical work Ballet Imperial, and the comic Molière
entertainment, Le Bourgeois gentilhomme, set to Richard Strauss.



Mary Ellen Moylan and Nicholas Magallanes

When he made his artistic breakthrough, in the startlingly innovative 1946
masterpiece The Four Temperaments (set to Paul Hindemith’s music),
Balanchine created the virtuosic “Sanguinic” section around Moylan. His
fellow choreographer Jerome Robbins marvelled at a particular moment

when Moylan was lifted by her partner in long, apparently weightless
bounces through the air – it was like “watching some momentous departure,
like interplanetary travellers taking their leave of the world”.

Mary Ellen Moylan would recall that being so young and inexperienced, she
did not know enough to be as terriDed as she should have been.

She was born on August 24 1925 in Cincinnati, a child of the Great
Depression, and ballet became her path from poverty to world acclaim. Her
father, John Moylan, an Irish builder, moved his family in 1931 to
St Petersburg, Florida, to Dnd work. Her mother Vera enrolled the child in
dance classes, and at the age of 14, after her father died in an accident, she
won a full scholarship to the School of American Ballet, New York.



Balanchine singled out Moylan in class, and cast her to lead his
choreography sections in operetta stagings, where she proved her stage
command. He hired her into the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo alongside her
classmate, Balanchine’s next wife, Maria Tallchief, and she understudied his
former lover, the great star Alexandra Danilova, 21 years her senior.

It was joked that Danilova would never be “o< ”, to prevent the 19-year-old
Moylan having the chance to outshine her, but the young dancer idolised
the “utterly beautiful” Alexandra Danilova.

By 1948 Denby considered Moylan to be one of the four greatest American

ballerinas. However, to Balanchine’s astonishment, when he proposed that
she join him at his new company, Ballet Society (the precursor to the
celebrated New York City Ballet), to lead a new ballet, Theme and Variations,
Mary Ellen Moylan turned him down, preferring to stay with the more

Mary Ellen Moylan: ,rst Balanchine ballerina

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oKQ5pS2y_o4


Mary Ellen Moylan turned him down, preferring to stay with the more
classical Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo as they resumed world touring.

Portrait of Mary Ellen Moylan, 1946 Credit: Larry Colwell/Anthony Barboza/Getty Images

In her diary she noted that Balanchine had ordered her not to get fat, and
not to get married, which would be “horrible waste of time”. She did not tell
him that there were Dve men who were interested in her, and she had never
intended a long career. In 1957, having been engaged four times, she married
Robert Stanley Bailes, a singer she met on Song of Norway, and retired from
the stage to bring up their son.

They bought a restaurant business in Costa Mesa, California, but after only
Dve years of marriage Bailes died from complications of diabetes. Mary
Ellen’s second marriage, to their accountant, Read Taylor Hanks, was even
shorter: he died from a heart attack three years later.



The twice widowed Moylan found herself surprisingly enthused by
accountancy. She told a 1979 interviewer that making a complicated balance
sheet come out right gave her a similar “kick” to going on stage and holding
a diYcult balance steady. She became an administrator at Bennett College at
Millbrook in New York state, and Poughkeepsie Ballet Theater, and was
known as a talented and successful painter.

Despite her decision to leave his company, Balanchine remained close to
her, and she was a chief source for invaluable documentaries and books on
him.

Mary Ellen Moylan is survived by her son and brother.
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