GREAT PERFORMANCES 
“Jewels From the Paris Opera Ballet”
– Balanchine Gem Sparkles in Lush, All-Star Staging –

Master choreographer George Balanchine created many gems, but only one Jewels. As sparkling, seductive and finely crafted as anything by Fabergé or Van Cleef & Arpels, the 1967 work, set to music by Fauré, Stravinsky and Tchaikovsky, remains a multifaceted showcase for virtuoso dancing, as demonstrated in the current production at the Paris Opera Ballet.    

Starring company favorites Kader Belarbi, Aurélie Dupont, Mathieu Ganio, Marie-Agnès Gillot, Agnès Letestu, Clairemarie Osta and Laëtitia Pujol, and featuring striking sets and costumes by luxe couturier Christian Lacroix, the acclaimed “Jewels From the Paris Opera Ballet” airs on PBS Monday, August 28, 2006, 10:00-11:30 p.m. ET (check local listings) as a presentation of GREAT PERFORMANCES. Paul Connelly leads the Paris Opera Orchestra.

“Tchaikovsky’s closing Polonaise, played with ferocious pride by Paul Connelly and the orchestra, allow[s] the whole corps of 34 to shine like a Tiffany tiara,” raved the London Sunday Telegraph. 

Inspired by a visit to a Fifth Avenue jeweler, the work is divided by Balanchine into three parts: “Emeralds,” “Rubies” and “Diamonds.” “I have always liked jewels,” the choreographer said, “after all, I am an Oriental, from Georgia in the Caucasus. I like the color of gems, the beauty of stones.”

He set “Emeralds” to French composer Gabriel Fauré’s Pelléas et Mélisande and Shylock; “Rubies” to Igor Stravinsky’s Capriccio for Piano and Orchestra. For “Diamonds,” the glittering Grand Finale, he used Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s Symphony No. 3 (minus the first movement).  

While the dances have nothing literally to do with precious stones — Arlene Croce suggested the title hinted at “a pretext if not a plot” — they are indeed jewels. Since the work’s premiere in 1967 with Balanchine’s own New York City Ballet, audiences and critics have enjoyed making up their own minds as to what the pieces are about. The sensuous “Emeralds,” for many, evokes 19th-century Paris, particularly the fluid, wafting choreography of the Romantic era ballerinas.   

With its jagged Stravinsky rhythms, “Rubies” can be seen as Balanchine’s salute to the energy and speed of his adopted nation’s dancers. It is sexy, witty, flirtatious and an enduring audience favorite. “Diamonds” surely represents his nod to the Imperial Russian Ballet, where he trained and where the great Petipa created such classics as Swan Lake and Sleeping Beauty, also set to music by Tchaikovsky. The piece is white-hot brilliance personified.

The oldest national ballet company in the world, the Paris Opera Ballet had a long relationship with George Balanchine. His popular Symphony in C was created for the company, and premiered there in 1947 as Le Palais de crystal. The “Rubies” section of Jewels was taken into the repertoire in 1974, and today the company boasts 27 Balanchine works.  

GREAT PERFORMANCES, through its “Dance in America” sub-series, began its historic collaboration with the choreographer in 1977, with the first of the four award-winning Choreography by Balanchine hours. Since then, the series has become an archival treasure house of Balanchine classics, among them Serenade, Western Symphony, The Four Temperaments, Stravinsky Violin Concerto, Prodigal Son and Apollo. “Jewels From the Paris Opera Ballet,” which also features company principal dancers Eleonora Abbagnato, Jean-Guillaume Bart, Alessio Carbone, Isabelle Ciaravola, Emilie Cozette, Nolwenn Daniel and Emmanuel Thibault, marks GP’s 15th episode celebrating the choreographer and his genius. The program was recorded live in performance at the historic Palais Garnier in November 2005.
Underwriters: Ernst & Young, National Endowment for the Arts, Public Television Viewers, PBS and Corporation for Public Broadcasting. Special funding for this telecast provided by The Anna-Maria and Stephen Kellen Arts Fund, The Lillian Goldman Programming Endowment, The Irene Diamond Fund and The Philip and Janice Levin Foundation. Co-producers: Paris National Opera and Telmondis in association with France 2, Thirteen/WNET New York and Opus Arte. Producer: Josette Affergan. Director: Pierre Cavassilas. Series executive producer: Barry Shulman. Director of program development: Bill O’Donnell. Senior producer for culture and arts: Judy Kinberg. Format: CC Stereo Letterbox. Online: pbs.org
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■ GREAT PERFORMANCES online, pbs.org/wnet/gperf/, contains additional information about this and other GREAT PERFORMANCES programs. The colorful Web companion contains a wide variety of images, in-depth information about the programs and activities for teachers, including lesson plans, tips and resources.


