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Dennis Nahat won

ict Company.

By Corinno Abalt
staff writer

ster growing up in Detrolt

helped prepare hlm for
his greatest achjevement — found-
cr and artlstic director of the
Cleveland Ballet Company.

Since he and Jan Horvath started
it in 1976, the company has grown
{0 be the fourth largest in the coun-
try.

The performances of the com-
plete “Swan Lake™ ballet, March 8-
11 at Masenle Temple as part of
the Michigan Opera Theatre sea-
son, mark the flrst time the Cleve-
land Ballet has performed here
since its Inaugural year perform-
ance at the Grosse Pointe War Me-
morial.

Nahat’s memories of that re-
maln forever vivid because he
boldly borrowed the black velvet
stage curtalns from his alma
mater, Grosse Polnte High School,
to cover the yellow ones at the War
Memorlal.

VERYTHING DENNIS
NAHAT did as a young-

HE 18 a handsome, intense man,
who stlll has the daneer's body
tone. He punctuates hls anlmated
speech with facial expresslons and
body gestures.

He jumps from his chalr to illus-
trate what he means as he speaks
of the long fiuld line of a dancer's
body in “Swan Lake," or how to
move on stage in full Elizabethan
| costume.

In his office at One Playhouse
Square in downtown Cleveland, he
was talking and eating a tuna sand-
wich (almost simultancously). As
he mentloned high school, he
reached to the shelf behind for his
high school and junior high albums,

*“I never throw anything away,”
he sald with an engaging smile of
satisfaction as he produced a yel
lowed newspaper clipping from a
1963 Grossc Polnte newspaper,

It described how he, a high
school sentor, had been invited to
audltion for the Juilllard School in
New York City.

MARTHA HILL from Jullllard
saw hlm with the Detrolt City Bat-
lct Company [n the Northwestern
Reglonal Ballet Festival, He
recelved a full schalarship In dance
aficr at first intending to major In
music and minor In dance. The fact
that he did his own chorcography
{for the audition, the drummer boy
solo {rom “Graduation Ball,” didn't
hurt cither.

“1 was In everything," he sald as
he reminisced.

He wasn't exaggerating — flrat
vlola at Barbour Junior High and
Eastern High schools of Detroit,
drum major of the Grosse Polnt
High band (he completed his last
two years thore), only boy in the

e & 4 ‘
a dance scholarship to Juilllard when he
was a high school senior performing with the Delroit City Bal-

Future Buslness Leaders Club ple-
ture in the high school album, only
boy In the typing class, piano ac-
companist for the Madrigal Stng-
ers, tenor In the chorale, accompa-
nist of the Men’s Glee Club of De-
troit.

ON TOP of all that was dance.

“I look the bus downtown every-
day to the Rleardeau Dance Stu-
dios at Woodward and Warren. I
started dancing at 9, in the Macca-
bees Building. I was teachlng ballet
at 11. 1 was doing it all.

“I used to clean the studios cause
1 couldd't afford to pay for the
classes,” he sald, settllng In his
desk ehair.

“So, every Saturday morning at
8 a.m. as a young teenager, I'd mop
the floors, clean the mirrors and if
1 finlshed work, I'd start dancing in
front of the mirrors and make up
my own steps. I actually got better
because 1 made up my own steps.

“Belng In a studio alone is a dls-
covery tlme, 1 could ask mysell
why 1 can't balance while doing
this, why this won't work. I accom-
panied mysell. I'd play a comblna.
tlon at the ptano and get up and do
the steps.”

He took a breath.

“Cleaning was a pleasure,” he
safd quletly. “I brought all that
here.”

He remembered when a young
student at the Cleveland Ballet
School saw him cleanlng the mir-
rors, She thought he was the jan]-
tor, untll he showed up later as the
artistic director,

HE GREW UP In the embrace of
family strongly rooted tn Mlddle
Eastern culture and background,
His mother was born in Syrin, his
father In the United States. His
parents had a grocery at Fort by
the bridge and tater at Jefferson
and Conner.

1 learned a lot about business
from them, how to meet people,
how to sell . . . They were a very
understanding, free family."”

He remembered seelng the local
dance team of George Coury and
his sister, Emella.

The role of the Swan Queen is considered Cynthia Gr

duction of that famous ballet.

“I thought they were the most
beautlful peaple [ had ever scen —
they were image makers.

"I had two uncles who made vio-
lins, one gave me one. We always
had & plano In the house, one (rela-
tive) played the oud (similar to a
lute). At dinners and parties, there
was always music and dancing.”

As & student in New York, Nahat
sald he had the best of all teachers
— Martha Graham, Jose Llmon,
Martha Hill, Anthony Tudor, Anna
Sokelow , .. Later he became

principal dancer for the Joffrey
Ballet and the Amerlcan Ballet
Theatre,

He has choreographed more than
60 ballets for major companies, On
Broadway, he choreographed the
Tony award-winnlng musical ver-
slon of “Two Gentlemen of Vero-
na,"” Tom Stoppard's “Jumpers”
and “Good Time Charlic” with Joel
Grey.

He choreographed sequences for
the movle, “The Turnlng Polnt,”"
and played bimself in a cameo role.

Detroit-born dancer builds major company

AUDIENCES AT the 8 p.m. per-
formance Friday, March 9, and the
2 p.m. matlnee Sunday, March 11,
will sce Nahat in the role of Wolf.
gang, the old gentleman.

“I don't put white tights on, but I
can walk around and be very

rand," he sald, demonstrating.
*“He's major domo of the ballreom
scene. It requires o mature person.
These roles ['l] always do and must
do so youngsters can see maturi-

y.
He showed how the old gentle.

man would walk In his long cape,
tuzn his head and point his finger.

Nahat spends cndless hours with
the dancers perfecting every
movement, he sald. As onc male
dancer took hold of the Swan
Queen’s finger tips, he quickly re-
minded him, “You've Just grabbed
her feathers.”

"I am completely drained after a
rchearsal, they must understand
every step they do and I put that
step in there,” he said quietly.

It started when he bought a school

It was late In 1871 when Dennis Nahat and
another dancer, lan Horvath, stopped in Cleve-
land to visit Horvath’s mother and learned a bal-

let school there was for sale.

They bought it and founded the Cleveland
Dance Center which soon grew “from 40 ladies
who lunched, to 250 students. . . . The Ballet
Guild of Cleveland wanted to present us, so then
we had a support group, hut no company,” satd

Nahat.

Local auditions
in Rochester studio

“Swan Lake:” 11 a.m. Thursday,
March 8 {student matince); 8 p.m.
Friday and Saturday, March 9-10;
and 2 p.am, and 7:30 p.m. Sunday,
March 11, Masonic Tetmple Audita-
rium, Detroit.

Cleveland Ballet first mounted
“Swan Lake" In 1986 al a total cost
of more than $1 million. It took six
months to bulld the six major sets,
speclal ellects and more than 250
costumes,

Cynthia Gregory, permanent
guest artist with the Cleveland Bal-
let and Amerlean Ballet Theatre
star, will dance the Swan Queen, a
role that is consldered her signa-
ture work on Friday, March 9, and
the matinee on Sunday, March 11,

Theaters restored

Detrojt s just moving into the
stage of theater restoration which
Cleveland completed several years
ago.

Playhouse Square Ceater in
downtown Cleveland is home to
three restored theaters, the Ohlo
(1,035 scats), the State (3,008) and
Palace (2,714) a3 woll as tho Cleve-
land Ballet Company and five
other resident companics. Tho res-
toration of all threo, built in the
1920s as vaudeville houses, plus a
now atagehouse, took 6% years and
cost $37.7 mtlllon. This |a the larg-

est theater restoratlon project in
the world.

Playhouse Square Foundation s
the non-profit organization that
manages the theaters and develops,
produces and presents musicals,
One of the musieals, “Gospel at Co-
lonus,” played on Broadway and
several others are on natlonal tour,

Playhouse Square Center Is also
a developer, It built a 750 parking
garage on the complex in 1987, a
340 million offfce bullding last
year and a $32 miltlon hotel with a
1991 complellon date,

Allernating with her in the role
will be Cleveland Ballet principal
dancers, Karen Denise Gabay, Sat-
urday, March 10, and the 7:30 p.m.
performance, Sunday, March 11,
and Laurie Miller, March 8.

Dennls Nahat's preduction Is in
{our acts, rather than the usual two
or three. He has added a prologue
and an epllogue to the Ivanov-Peti-
pa scenario,

He sald, “I always admired the
possibility of “Swan Lake," but
never belleved it worked totally.
What Is wrong with the concept Is
there s no beginaing, no middle, no
end, It is one of the finest scores
ever written. It contalns all the ele-
menis thot arc baliet . . . but, it
needs four acts.”

Other departures will be that the
women are on point throughout the
production. All slavic dances are
on polnt which Nahat says, “make
then much more beautifnl, When
you put a boot on, you become a
character company.” Besides, he
said, It's casler on the dancer than
going from one kind of shoe to an-

other,

Single tickets go on sale today.
For Information, call the box off-
lee, 874-SING.

Auditions for the achool and
company of the Cleveland Ballet
will be held at 6:30 p.m. Monday,
March §2 at Rochester School of
Ballet, 108 E, 4th, Rochester. For
information, call (216) 621-2260.

For several years they dld what he called
“pre-performances ** untll he and Horvath chore-
ographed and preseated a dance extravanganza
“US." with 16 dancers. It so impressed repre-
sentatives of the Cleveland Foundation that they
offered $250,000 In seed moncy the next day to
get Lthe company under way.

In 1985, the Cleveland Ballet and City Center

Ballet of San Jose formed a partnership that

gave rise to the Cleveland San Jose Ballet with
Nabat as sole artistic director. The partnershlp
has resulted In many more yearly performances
for the company, an increased budget and gener-
ally a much broader scope of operations. 1t now
has a $9 mlillon a year budget and glves about
100 performances annually.

The School of Cleveland Ballet shares studio space with tho
ballet company,ao students have a chance to watch rohoars-

als, b
and work.
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