
 

Review: Sarasota Ballet, With Ashton as the Beating 
Heart of a Triple Bill 

 

Sarasota Ballet From left, Ryoko Sadoshima, Samantha Benoit and Alex Harrison in “Monotones I” at the Ted Shawn Theater at Jacob’s Pillow Dance. 
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BECKET, Mass. — There is just one place I visit in America that seems a true dance-

only haven: Jacob’s Pillow. People don’t come here to see theater or attend concerts, 

but hundreds drive every day to this secluded spot to attend performances of dance, 

dance, dance. Their interest in an extremely wide range of work makes the 

atmosphere one of singularly generous appreciation. 

This week, the Ted Shawn Theater — the largest of the three performing spaces here 

— is presenting the Sarasota Ballet. This company won international attention when 

it staged a four-day festival of the choreography of the British master Frederick 

Ashton (1904-88) in April and May of last year. The group made its New York debut 

in the 2014 Fall for Dance festival in his “Les Patineurs” and has announced further 

Ashton revivals for the 2015-16 season. It’s no surprise that Ashton choreography 

forms the centerpiece of this, the troupe’s Pillow debut. 

http://mobile.nytimes.com/2015/08/14/arts/dance/review-sarasota-ballet-with-ashton-as-the-beating-heart-of-a-triple-bill.html?mwrsm=Facebook&_r=1&referrer


“Monotones I and II” are a pair of complementary pure-dance pas de trois that 

Ashton made in the 1960s. Set to slow music by Erik Satie, these may well be 

Ashton’s ultimate contemplation of dance classicism: they contain subtle but 

resonant echoes of choreography by Marius Petipa, Michel Fokine, Bronislava 

Nijinska, George Balanchine and Merce Cunningham. The veteran Diaghilev 

ballerina Tamara Karsavina told Ashton, “You are a link in the chain”; here is the 

choreography that most remarkably proves her point, and the choreography in which 

his often nostalgic sensibility seems most modern. 

Since Ashton made the second pas de trois (1965, with one man and two women 

moving to “Trois Gymnopédies”) before the first (1966, with one woman and two 

men to “Trois Gnossiennes”), there has always been ambiguity, even controversy, 

over which is “Monotones I” and which is “II.” (The Sarasota Ballet confidently labels 

the 1966 one “I”, the earlier “II”, and lets the pedants fume.) At first viewing,the 

lunar acrobatics of Ashton’s choreography to “Trois Gymnopédies” are the more 

poetic; repeated viewings make the “Gnossiennes” choreography, as the British say, 

the more more-ish. 

 

The Sarasota Ballet in “In a State of Weightlessness,” choreographed by Ricardo Graziano. 
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Both ballets show that Ashton was the ultimate poet of line: no other choreographer 

approaches him in this. He shows us how many permutations of an arabesque or 

attitude there can be; how the change of a head position can be like a chord in music; 

how the contours of a ballerina being lifted or supported on point can be echoed and 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j0ppAEMpaVQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kQeJjno6Y2I
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amplified by an unsupported male dancer elsewhere in space; how a dancer’s body 

can seem to address just one or two other people onstage while opening itself up to 

infinity; and how two or three dancers, moving as one, can suggest the harmony of 

the spheres. The equality of male and female is another marvel here, both 1960s 

unisex chic and eternal. 

These faraway-seeming ballets were made for an opera house space and, despite 

their chamber-scale casts, lose something by being seen in more intimate conditions; 

and, as in Sarasota 15 months ago, Aaron Muhl’s lighting for “Trois Gnossiennes” 

tends to blanch its green costumes (designed by Ashton) and to reveal too much of 

the space around the dancers. This matters less than it might, because the dancers 

(Ryoko Sadoshima, Samantha Benoit, Alex Harrison) immediately compel attention 

with their sustained focus (a Sarasota hallmark) and scrupulous delivery. When 

“Trois Gnossiennes” is done poorly, you can’t feel how its sculptural stillnesses 

connect as phrasing; but here you could feel that every motionless shape 

suspensefully implied movement in space and time. 

In the slow-motion high-wire liquefaction of “Trois Gymnopédies,” Victoria Hulland, 

Ricardo Rhodes and Ricardo Graziano achieved perfect fusion of style. Though the 

choreography seems fabulously slow, the more you analyze it, the more you realize 

how Ashton keeps his dancers busy; there’s one series of low jumps, for all three 

dancers in unison, where I always marvel at the unpredictability of the 

choreography’s rhythm. 

The Sarasota achievement in Ashton choreography would be cause for warmest 

congratulation in a British company; to find it in an American company based in a 

city perched on the Gulf of Mexico is beyond extraordinary. The chief problem is 

taped music (Wednesday’s sounded tremulous); although Ashton used 

orchestrations of Satie’s music, I think the Ashton authorities should be urged to 

return “Monotones” to live renditions of the original piano pieces rather than employ 

a recording. 

Like all companies with a treasure house of repertory by one or more dead 

choreographers, the Sarasota troupe is trying hard to establish itself as connected to 

the 21st century. The Pillow program begins with Christopher Wheeldon’s “The 

American,” to Dvorák’s American Quartet; Mr. Wheeldon, a British choreographer so 

long established in the United States that he can be safely regarded as Anglo-

American, made this in 2001 for the Carolina Ballet; and this triple bill ended with 

the world premiere of “In a State of Weightlessness,” set to Philip Glass’s “Tirol 

Concerto for Piano and Orchestra Mov. II,” by Mr. Graziano, a company principal 

who became resident choreographer last year. 

http://www.sarasotaballet.org/events/wheeldon-ashton
http://www.sarasotaballet.org/events/wheeldon-ashton
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l3i4Q23X5_k
http://www.sarasotaballet.org/ricardo-graziano-resident-choreographer


Mr. Wheeldon’s and Mr. Graziano’s compositions are both, like “Monotones,” pure 

dance. They look dissimilar. “The American” is lyrical and old-fashioned, bordering 

on twee, for a society of male-female romantic lovers, with six couples who come 

together only at the very end; “In a State of Weightlessness” is not about emotion but 

movement, with each couple stylistically differentiated as well as fusing into a sexily 

quasi-abstract ensemble. 

Both share the same obvious problems: the men scarcely dance, but exist to support 

and manipulate, while the women have no independence from the men. Because Mr. 

Wheeldon (whose women are brought onto their knees or backs all too often) has the 

bigger reputation, I find his the more disappointingly formulaic and pretty-pretty. 

And yet, the second movement pas de deux begins with detailed footwork for its 

woman, marvelously shaded to its music, that shows why Mr. Wheeldon is one of 

today’s foremost dance-makers. 

Mr. Graziano’s piece seems to belong to the more clichéd world of European creators 

like Jirí Kylián and Nacho Duato — women keep opening their groins to the audience 

— but it actually has more saving graces: sudden contrasts in dynamics that bring a 

duet into life, unexpected quivers of footwork in the air that transform a lift into 

poetry. The devil here is in the ballet’s overall view of the sexes; the angel is in the 

dance detail.  

 


