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BECKET, MA. – Moments before the Sarasota Ballet made its debut Wednesday night at Jacob’s Pillow, America’s most 
renowned dance festival,  Ella Baff, the festival’s executive and artistic director, stepped on the stage of the Ted Shawn 
Theatre, the historic venue’s main stage, to introduce the company to a sold-out house. 
 

“This is the Sarasota Ballet’s first visit to Jacob’s Pillow,” Baff said. “So now, we too can see what all the fuss has been about.” 
The “fuss” Baff was referring to is the ballet’s growing reputation for gifted and polished dancers who perform an 
exceptionally diverse repertoire, anchored in the largest number of works by British choreographer Frederick Ashton of any 
company in the world. 
 

The triple bill that followed Baff’s preamble included one of those Ashton works, an early and little-seen piece by recent Tony 
Award-winning choreographer Christopher Wheeldon and a world premiere by the company’s own principal dancer and 
choreographer-in-residence, Ricardo Graziano and it proved the hubbub is more than mere hype. With a polished 
performance that revealed a new level of maturity and confidence, the company marked another notch in its climb up the 
ballet world ladder. 

 

 
 
Danielle Brown and Ricardo Rhodes in Christopher Wheeldon's "The American." / Photo by Morah Geist 
 

As is typical of Artistic Director Iain Webb’s programming, this performance had a little something for everyone. For Ashton 
aficionados, there was  “Monotones I & II,” a pair of abstract trios choreographed in the mid-1960s to Erik Satie’s “Trois 
Gnossiennes” and “Trois Gymnopedies” respectively, that still looks remarkably fresh and futuristic today. 

 

Ashton was reputedly inspired by the space exploration of the period to create these minimalist masterworks, which differ so 
markedly from his more familiar narrative style. Both the adagio music and the spare costuming – unitards and skullcaps 
that make the two women and one man in “Monotones I” and the two men and one woman in “Monotones II” look 
androgynous and alien – amplify the celestial effect. 
 

This is a piece the company has performed multiple times over the past few years and Webb stuck with the casting he has 
used in the past few outings – Ryoko Sadoshima, Samantha Benoit and Alex Harrison in the first trio, and Graziano, Ricardo 
Rhodes and Victoria Hulland in the second. They showed an increasing command of the work’s considerable challenges in 
terms of flexibility, balance and control and effectively conveyed the subtleties of a piece that calls for restraint and 
discipline, yet delivers a quiet punch that lingers past the final note. 

 

 
 

Ricardo Graziano, Victoria Hulland and Ricardo Rhodes in Sir Frederick Ashton's "Monotones II." / Photo by Frank Atura 

 
Wheeldon’s “The American,” set to the swelling sounds of Dvorak’s “The American Quartet,” had an altogether different feel 
– loose and fluid, yet organically earthy. With the men in amber tights and blousy tops and the women in gauzy, golden 
dresses; the lighting moving from daylight to dusk to dawn; and the movement all ripples, waves and whirls, the six couples 
resemble nothing so much as a billowing wheat field in America’s heartland. In particular, the lead couple – Danielle Brown, 
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expertly partnered by Rhodes – captured the free and languid beauty of the choreography, with a confident poise and self-
possession neither could have summoned a few years ago. 

For Webb to gamble on presenting Graziano’s sight-unseen, newest, and seventh work for the company in front of a 
knowledgeable crowd that included heavyweight dance critics from New York and Boston, was a gutsy move that appeared to 
pay off handsomely. “In a State of Weightlessness,” a dark and abstract work for five couples set to Philip Glass’s “Tirol 
Concerto for Piano and Orchestra Mov. II” ended the program and earned a standing ovation for its 28-year-old rising star 
choreographer. (To be accurate, this was perhaps prompted by the close to 50 avid Sarasotans who made the trek here to 
support the home team and leapt to their feet at the performance’s conclusion). 

The piece, which by contract must forevermore be designated as “premiered at Jacob’s Pillow,” is a series of 10 pas de deux 
that emphasize partnering, initiated and capped with brief ensemble sections; indeed, the women spend far more time in the 
air than with their feet touching the ground. It both opens and ends with the women appearing suspended in mid-air, feet 
tucked beneath them while effectively perched on the men’s chests, obscuring their partner’s heads (and nearly their entire 
presence) completely. Graziano’s choice of costuming – nude leotards for the women and black pants with mesh tops for the 
men – and the superb if eerie lighting by Aaron Muhl made the men close to invisible and the women appear to defy gravity. 

To sustain a string of pas de deux, one melting into the next, for over 16 minutes was also a risk on Graziano’s part; it could 
easily have become repetitive and tiresome. Instead, it was magical and mesmerizing, with just enough similarity between 
the segments to provide a consistent flow, but enough variation to exhibit Graziano’s gift for inventive positions that are 
somehow elemental and at the same time entirely unconventional. With sustained off-center counter-balancing followed by 
an assortment of rotational actions and seamless transitions from the air to the floor, it had a lulling rhythm and a language 
all its own. 

 
 
Principal dancer and choreographer in residence Ricardo Graziano's newest work for the Sarasota Ballet, "In a State of Weightlessness," had its world premiere at the Jacob's 
Pillow Dance Festival. / Photo by Christopher Duggan 

 
Jacob’s Pillow, founded in the 1930s by American modern dancer Ted Shawn, has a long history of bringing unknown or 
low-profile dance talent to national and even international recognition; it’s been the catalyst for many a company and 
choreographer’s career. As the Sarasota Ballet continues an ascent that began with its first appearance at the Kennedy Center 
in Washington, D.C. three years ago, and most recently included performances at New York’s City Center, its appearances 
here will surely open new doors and present new challenges. 

What that will mean for the company – and in particular for Graziano – remains to be seen, but one thing is certain: 
Sarasota better be ready to share its company with the rest of the world, ‘cause how you gonna keep them down on the farm 
when they’ve seen Paree? 
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