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T’S Friday afternoon at the
University of Cape Town’s School
of Dance. An impossibly tall man
swishes through the canteen in a
stately costume, swan-white
tights emphasising the curves of
his outsized calves. The cashier
leans over her counter and calls

after him: “Hey lady, where you think you
go i n g ? ” She collapses in a cacophony of
cackles. He smiles weakly. Not everyone
appreciates classical ballet.

Back in the studio, artistic director
Robin van Wyk is putting members of
Cape Town City Ballet through their
paces.

“No, that’s not how it starts … it’s
chassé coupé through the fourth. And …
open in arabesque. And lift! Thank you.”

The dancers are rehearsing Van Wyk’s
rendition of Hans Christian Andersen’s
The Steadfast Tin Soldier, in which a to y
soldier falls in love with a paper ballerina.
The concentration is intense, the bodies
strong and exuberant. “Smile!” Van Wyk
barks. In mid-leap, the entire corps breaks
into a perfectly synchronised grin.

You wouldn’t guess that the company,
which turns 80 this month, is in trouble.

Soloist Jane Fidler, 37, joined the corps
20 years ago when it was still The Cape
Performing Arts Board (Capab). She
remembers auditioning with “hundreds of
dancers”, all competing for a placement.
Legendary ballerina Phyllis Spira turned
down an invitation to dance with Rudolf
Nureyev in order to join the company,
where she stayed for nearly 30 years.

Those days, Capab employed around 70
dancers. Today, Cape Town City Ballet has
26, only seven of whom are black.

Honorary executive director Elizabeth
Triegaardt blames this on the poor
salaries. Dancers work six days a week
and earn between R5 000 and R12 000 a
month. They get four weeks annual leave
for recuperation.

Staff member Mervyn Williams decided
to become a ballet dancer when he was
19, even though he had no dance
backg round. He was accepted as a
professional member of the corps just two
years later.

“I was driven,” he says. At 48, he still
dances. His official job title is “o u t re a ch
and development officer, wardrobe
coordinator and principal character
dancer”. Of the company’s tardy
transformation, he says: “We have black
dancers who come into the company, but
the money is overseas, and overseas
companies scout our black dancers.
People don’t see how hard we’re trying.”

Former principal dancer Keith
Mackintosh, now in charge of audience
development and outreach programmes,
does not believe it is the company’s
responsibility to find and train black
dancers from impoverished backgrounds.

“That’s really not why we’re here,” he
says. “We ’re doing it because we want to,
but that’s not the job, really. We’re a
professional arts company and we’re
doing what we can, given funding and our
capacit y.”

Triegaardt reveals how cash-strapped
the company is. Its annual budget of
“R5.5-million to R6-million” must cover a
salary bill of R300 000 per month — as
well as all other operational and
production costs.

Comprised of a R1.5-million yearly
injection from the Western Cape
government, box-office sales and
contributions from private trusts, this is a
meagre financial arrangement when
compared to the company’s most
prosperous years.

“The ’80s were our heyday, when we
were getting, like, R33-million a year from

the government,” says Van Wyk. “From
’94, the ANC didn’t feel the arts were the
most important thing. They had every
right — people were starving, there was no
education. We’re not bitter, but we’re
s t r u g g l i n g .”

Up north at Joburg Ballet, things are
different. The company gets revenue from
the Joburg City Council, National Lottery,
corporate donors such as Rand Merchant

Bank, fundraising events and ticket sales.
Though it employs only 22 full-time

dancers, they earn between R7 500 and
R20 000 a month, and 12 are black.

CEO Dirk Badenhorst says the budget
ranges between R12-million and
R15-million. “The council have told us they
understand the value of a world-class city
having a world-class African ballet
company, and appreciate the
transformation we’ve achieved,” he says.
“We ’re trying to lure back some of the
dancers who have moved overseas. We
work very hard to sell people like Andile
Ndlovu as role models to young black
South Africans. He works in Washington,
but he gives me one season a year.”

Joburg Ballet performs at schools in
Soweto and Alexandra to raise its profile.
It has deployed “flash mobs” of dancers in
full costume to ambush commuters on
public transport and at airports.

“It’s working,” says Badenhorst. “Jo burg
audiences are changing to reflect the
dancers on stage. We have been invited to

perform at the Kennedy Centre in
Washington DC next year. There are huge
costs involved, but the city of Joburg will
get huge publicity.”

By contrast, in December, Cape Town
City Ballet had yet to receive funding from
its host city for the current financial year.

Grant Pascoe, Cape Town mayoral
committee member for tourism, events
and marketing, said: “The city could not
consider fully funding any organisation in
the arts arena as it does not have the
resources and must prioritise.”

The company received R250 000 from
the city in the previous year —
substantially less than Joburg Ballet’s R8-
million grant from the Joburg City Council.

As for funding from the National
Lottery: “The last successful application to
the Lottery was in 2004,” says Triegaardt.
“We ’ve received a reference number for the
application submitted in April 2013 and
have had no further response.

“But do not let us seem to be crying
poverty. These are the facts and we have to
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investigates the crunch
behind the curtains
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by management for failing to spend his
budget.

“That was before the arts councils closed
and Capab became Cape Town City Ballet in
19 9 7,” he says. “In the Capab days, we had
five seamstresses, a milliner, designer,
cutter, and supervisor. The wardrobe
mistress even had an assistant.” Today he
makes up half the department’s staff.

He jokes that cost-cutting has made the
c o m p a ny ’s ballets “g reen” because
costumes are reused — although the tin
soldier and his paper ballerina performed in
“new” rags fashioned from old fabric rolls
and recycled costumes.

The Tin Soldier was one of three
performances the company put on over the
festive season.

“We ’re trying everything to bring in more
m o n e y,” says Van Wyk. “If putting on
several ballets is going to give us a salary
increase, which the dancers haven’t had for
three years, that’s what we’re going to do.”

Some say their material, as well as their
fabric, is outdated. Van Wyk wrote a happy
ending for his version of The Tin Soldier (in
the original, both toys are immolated in a
fireplace), but it is still a well-worn tale. The
other two productions were Belles and
Beaux, consisting of favourite scenes from
the company’s eight-decade repertoire; and
Night & Day (performed for the third time
in three years), a ballet incorporating
elements of tap, jazz and cabaret to music
by Cole Porter. So why this dancing with
the past?

Van Wyk argues that repeating
productions and using existing sets, props
and costumes keeps their debt manageable.

“But we’re not pushing the envelope
enough. We need to see new
choreographers. I’m tired of all this old
rubbish. We laid out The Tin Soldier set in
the car park to see whether it had been
eaten by weevils. If I have to do The
N u t c ra c k e r [which made R1.4-million at
2012’s Christmas box office] once more, I’m
going to scream. We must produce ballets
for the current era.”

Williams disagrees. “The theatre is full of

contemporary dance forms,” he says.
“Classical ballet is our unique offering.
We ’ve done ‘A f r i c a n i s e d’ work with bongo
and djembe drums and turned-in toes
and it did not sell well.”

Triegaardt insists the company is
keeping pace. “In the past 15 years we’ve
done 33 new ballets. Pretty good on a
zero budget,” she says.

The tall, long-limbed former principal
dancer took the company’s reins in 1997.
Since then she has remortgaged her
house to pay for company operations and
has turned company cook to feed the
dancers. On top of that, she’s undergoing
chemotherapy, but jokes about the
ravages of cancer.

“The dancers laugh if I jump up and
down too much, because my wig slips
forward like this.” She demonstrates. “The
worst is the scarring on my chest, but
that will also pass.”

This resolute optimism extends to her
view of Cape Town City Ballet’s future.

“Th e re ’s no way we’re going to let it go.
It’s one of the oldest ballet companies in
the world and it just cannot be allowed
not to continue for another 80 years.”

Meanwhile, professional dancers such
as Fidler will keep pounding the boards
for as long as they can. “I haven’t put a
date on my retirement,” she says, “but I
know I’m working towards it. A lot of
ballerinas have problems coping when
they retire. There’s a mourning. They feel
that emptiness. When your career as a
dancer ends, it’s like the love of your life
leaves you. But I don’t think classical
ballet will ever die. It can never die.”

ý ’The Firebird’ and ’Les Sylphides’ open at
the Maynardville Open-air Theatre tonight.
Bookings at computicket, or visit
www.facebook.com/ctcityballet. ’S wa n
L a ke ’ bookings open tomorrow

work out how to survive with only the support of
the Western Cape government.”

Triegaardt and Mackintosh have been seeking
other sources of funding. “Keith and Elizabeth have
been working very hard at private donors,” says Van
Wyk. “We ’re hoping we can form an account where
people can deposit money and we can live off the
interest. That account has to hold about R20-million.
That’s one of the dreams we are working on right
n o w.”

In the wardrobe department, Williams runs his
hand along a rail of costumes from the grand
productions of the glory years: Giselle, Co p p é l i a ,
Sleeping Beauty, Spartacus, Ca r m e n , Don Quixote,
Swan Lake. Some glitter with Swarovski crystals and
real pearls. He has run the department for 20 years
and says there was a time when he was admonished

’The ANC didn’t feel
the arts were the
most important
thing … p e o pl e
were starving.

We ’re not bitter, but
w e’re struggling’

’I’m tired of all
this old rubbish. If I

have to do The
N u tc ra cke r once

more, I’m going to
scream. We must

produce ballets for
the current era’

PEOPLE IN TIGHTS: Laura Bosenberg, left, the
principal dancer in Cape Town City Ballet’s ’The
F i re b i rd ’, which opens tonight. Above, Robin van
Wyk, choreographer and director of ’The Tin
Soldier ’. Above right, Mervyn Williams at the ballet
wardrobe department. Right, rehearsals for ’The
Tin Soldier’
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HOT WINGS: Kim Vieira and Xola Putye
in ’The Firebird’, on now at the
Maynardville Open-air Theatre
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