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Boylston'’s fans love her
natural spontaneity onstage.
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Drool-worthy facility. Gutsy spirit. Old-fashioned approach.
American Ballet Theatre principal Isabella Boylston
dances with a boldness that's all her own.

BY MARINA HARSS

It takes pluck to grow up with a name like
Hildur. For Isabella Boylston, born Hildur
[sabella, it was just a part of her unconven-
tional, free=spirited upbringing. IHer parents
met on a ski lift in Sun Valley, Idaho. Her
father, Mike, was a cnun!]'_\:‘/hlmﬂ. drum

mer and “ski bum”; her mother, Cornelia, a
S\-\"L'(li‘-ll L'[('L'Il'i('ﬂl {.‘n:,_:I-I]L't'I'. II-hL'.\' i.ﬁ_'“ in I[!\."L‘
and Zot m:u':'iul, 1'.|isir|:-_’| two kids in a trailer

in Sun Valley, with frequent road-trips to her
dad’s shows in “crappy towns,” as Boylston,
now 30, puts it. “It was totally Wild West,” she
.uH.*., \\-‘il'h an ecasy Lm;_"l]. .‘\'in' was |1,1m{.‘d r1“('1'
an Icelandic great-grandmother (“a cool lady”)
and had never thought of changing her name
UHI” a (UH]PL\”}' [“l't'(."[("ll i‘ldﬂlt(l lh{' .‘!L'L'({.
Isabella Boylston—it does roll off the tongue.
“I think growing up with an unusual name

e}

shaped my personality in a way,” she reflected

just days before the start of American Ballet
Theatre’s fall season.

She may be right. Isabella Boylston—or
HL‘”,[, as iu.\'[ about cveryone now seems to call
her—is one of the most strikingly individual
dancers in the company, or anywhere. She’s
musical, she has great facility and strong tech-
nique, but, really, what one notices most is the
boldness and joy of her dancing.

Three key moments come to mind: first,
her debut in Alexei Ratmansky’s The Bright
Stream, in 2011 when she was still in the
corps. In this spoof of Soviet-style ballets, she
played a haughty Moscow ballerina who visits
a collective farm during a harvest festival. In
the midst of a raucous ensemble, Boylston
rocketed onstage with the prnpu].\inn Jmi
elevation of a [(:l'pcdu. Who is that? cveryone
wondered, scrambling for the program, P



“Her jump is remarkable, and
it comes out of nowhere.”

—DAMIAN WOETZEL

she could just be herself. Boylston is someone
who needs to believe in a character in order to
fully embody it. “Classical works of ch
weren’t organic to her,” says Kevin McKenzie,
ABT’s artistic director. “She had to work hard
to grasp certain behaviors.” A few vears ago,
she enlisted the help of an acting coach, Byam
Stevens. The two of them read the scenarios
and talk about the stories, analyzing the par-
ticulars of her character, moment by moment,
scene by scene.

acter

Another important experience has been
working with Ratmansky. In addition to The
Bright Stream, she has danced lead roles in
his Firebird, Sleeping Beauty and Chamber
Symphony. He pushed her to dance bigger—
“Just, jump!” he told her in Bright Stream
rehearsals—but also to find more nuance in
the characters. “He directed me almost like a
film director directing an actress,” she says.
“For every step or facial movement he has
about 15 notes.”

When approaching a new role, she goes
to the New York Public Library to seek out
archival recordings, if possible with original
casts. When she was preparing for her debut
as Princess Aurora in The Sleeping Beanty,
she watched tapes of Margot Fonteyn. Before
Ashton’s La Fille mal gardée, a friend bought
her a DVD starring Nadia Nerina, the original
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Lise. “With Fonteyn, it was her dynamics that
impress me. The way she emphasized each
step with such clarity. With Nerina, it was the
vivacity of her jumps and energy. Ballerinas

But she knows that in the end, it’s up to
her. She has to shape her own interpretanion
“At a certain point you realize you can never
please everyone.” She’s like that offsta

well. Her friends speak affectionately of |
independence of spirit. “One of the first things
that struck me about Bella was her incred-

ible sense of who she was, and her wonderful
ability to laugh at herself,” says ABT corg
member Lauren Post, who’s known Boylston
since the two were students at Harid Conser-
vatory. (Post is the person responsible for her
unevenly pierced ears; she pierced them with

a sterilized needle and some ice cubes in the
Harid dorm.)
One thing Boylston has lacked so far is

a strong onstage partnership. That may soon
change. Last fall, she performed in Twyla

Tharp’s Brahms-Haydn Variations witl
company’s newest Danish import, Alban
dorf. This spring, they’re scheduled to da
together in Swan Lake (on opening night), F
mansky’s new Whipped Cream and “A
Wedding” (the third act of Sleeping Be

The pairing seems promising; he’s strong
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Boylston in La Bayadeére

a solid Danish technique and an appealing stage
presence. “He is a dream!” gushes Boylston.

This summer, Boylston is planning a show
of her own, back home in Sun Valley. She has
commissioned a new evening-length work
from her colleague, the budding choreogra-
pher Gemma Bond. The score, too, is a com-
mission, from the Brooklyn composer Judd
Greenstein, whom she discovered on Spotify.
Kate Duhamel will contribute video designs.
Plans are still in the initial stages, but she’s
hoping to use a story or theme that relates to
Sun Valley.

In 2015, she and fellow ABT principal

James Whiteside collaborated with the film-

maker Yoonha Park and choreographer Justin
Peck on a short film, Early Sunday Morning,
shown at the Tribeca Film Festival. She’s cur-
rently working on a Hollywood film project,
also with Peck, the details of which aren’t

vet public. She’s branching out. “When I

a kid, I was always directing and mak-
gs,” she says, “and I feel like now I'm

y to spend a little more of my creative en-
ergy. | want to do something creative, [ want
make things.”

rina Harss writes for The New Yorker, The
York Times and other publications. She is
2ing on a book about Alexei Ratmansky.




Another was her debut i '?zfset'fe in
i irited in the
g the LhaIJ.L r’s love of
dance. n’t think she should be half-dead
already,” Boylston explains. Her mad scene
rstated But in the second act, she did

sformed into a Wili—
e side, then shifts her
She did it with such
-ontrol that the movement
ame disem , like that of a ghost.
Finally, there was er Juliet, a role she
buted last spring season (along with Sir
i gardée and

was th detail: the way she rested her
chin on her forearm in the balcony scene,
she dreamed of Romeo. It was tota ly natural
sli gawky, tly what a teenager m

do in an unguarded moment.

This freshness is what Damian ¥ :
who made her artist in residence at his Vail
International Dan stival last summer, loves

“She’s alive in a way that is
totally in the moment.” The effect is a combi-
nation of her persc lity —open and relaxed —
and her very real ph ysical abili “The jump
is remarkable,’ etzel, “and it comes
out of nowh

hoes Irina

rina of the

ach at ABT.

) . She can do

jump, turn, stretch, extensions.
e, and that’s not boring.”

had work hard. Because of her

auht\, alld especi 1er loose joints, it has
taken her some time to achieve a more com-
posed, LI ical form. th was a

ly arms .md |ur1 hyperex-
so it took me a little lonver to
thc w[m]c pa
and Boylston’s pr‘ 10 >
have spent endless hours on her arabesque line
in Swan Lake. “A lot of it 1s holding my to
strong, keeping my body together and not
ricocheting around.” Boylston and Kolpakova
: sals to pinpoint
tails that can be improved.
(hen it came to acting, she initially lacked
confidence. She was self-cc ious, in part
because she hadn’t yet fmmd her way into the

“a lot of the ballets we

'—es spe L1.1|1\ thn, 19th-centu

“the stori > pretty far out.”
comfortable in new pieces by Christop
Wheeldon and works by Balanchine,

Boylston, here as Juliet,

works with an acting coach
to analyze her characters,
moment by moment.




