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Celebrating The Royal Winnipeg Ballet
By Courtney Tait

A

dystopian world made up of totalitarian forces, resistance fighters and
women forced to bear children for their commanders may not sound like
typical dance fodder, but The Royal Winnipeg Ballet (RWB) — which
featured a bold interpretation of Margaret Atwood’s novel The Handmaid’s
Tale in its 2013 season — isn’t afraid to take risks.

Founded by Gweneth Lloyd and Betty Farrally in 1939, RWB is Canada’s premiere
ballet company, and one of North America’s oldest. Led for the past two decades by
Artistic Director André Lewis, the company has showcased a range of classical and
contemporary works from Nutcracker and Romeo + Juliet to Dracula and Moulin Rouge ® The Ballet — RWB’s highest grossing show.

Lewis, who was a dancer with RWB for several years prior to becoming
artistic director, has sought to commission works that are both innovative and
approachable, revitalizing the company with his creative vision. “We try to
do things that have artistic quality on one hand and market appeal on the
other,” says Lewis. “Many companies seek, find, and create works that are title
friendly — it’s what you do with them that creates the art form.”
RWB is celebrating its 75th anniversary this 2014/15 season with a variety of
exciting performances and events. Highlights include Nutcracker, which will
be performed at the Centennial Concert Hall in December 2014, and wellknown favourite Swan Lake, which will take the Winnipeg stage in March
2015. The company will also tour throughout mainland China performing
Jorden Morris’ Moulin Rouge ® - The Ballet. Mixed Programme, which takes
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place in May 2014, will include a new signature work by Jorden Morris that
features RWB alumni, current company dancers and members of RWB School’s
Professional and Recreational Division.

explores themes of human rights and oppression. “People
said ‘Wow, I didn’t expect that I would like it, I was afraid,
but it was great’.” says Lewis.

RWB typically presents more than 150 performances every season, and
spends 15 or more weeks touring each year. The company, which is made up
of 26 dancers (with more added for full-length works), and seven production
crew members, has performed in every Canadian province, as well as the U.S.,
Europe, The Middle East, Russia, Japan, South America and Mexico. Local
choreographers, including Mark Godden, Jorden Morris and Peter Quanz,
and internationally established choreographers such as Twyla Tharp and Val
Caniparoli, have created the works RWB is known for, challenging its dancers
and engaging audiences around the world with their artistry.

RWB offers both recreational classes and professional
training at Canada’s Royal Winnipeg Ballet School. More
than 1,200 students attend the school annually, practicing
at its state-of-the-art facility. Approximately 75-80 per cent
of the company’s dancers have been trained at the school,
which is recognized as being Canada’s most comprehensive
dance training facility. “The life of a dancer is sublime,” says
Lewis. “But it’s not your usual nine to five day. Ever since you
start training, it’s a different world.”

“It’s a very powerful feeling when you get on stage and start dancing in front of
2,000 people,” says Lewis. “With RWB, we try to perform and to communicate
rather than to impress. It’s about not being afraid to portray emotion, to connect
with the audience, not hide behind beautiful technique.” Lewis says in the 75
years since RWB was founded, the field has changed artistically. “It’s a much
more athletic art form, and RWB performances are more athletic today. The
expectations are higher.”

With audiences continuing to support RWB and revel in
their inspiring works, the company has much to celebrate
for their diamond anniversary. “We’ve played a large role in
the cultural life of Manitoba,” says Lewis. “I think we have
touched and enriched people’s lives significantly. It ebbs
and flows, but we’ve done it for 75 years. I still, to this day,
get comments like ‘RWB is such an important part of my
life, thank you for what you have given us over the years.’
Ultimately we want people to think, ‘What is RWB going to
do next’?”

Though some people unfamiliar with ballet believe they won’t enjoy watching
a performance, Lewis says the art form can be admired at any level. “You’ll
appreciate it for the sheer physicality of it,” he says. “Then you can come and see
the same piece 10 years later, after having seen a lot of ballet, and you’ll see new
details and layers that you hadn’t seen before. It’s like looking at a painting —
they reveal their secrets slowly.”
Lewis says some audience members have been surprised by their enjoyment of
such challenging works as The Handmaid’s Tale, which is set in the future and
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