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BE N 1842, WHEN THE SWEDISH-ITALIAN BALLET

star Marie Taglioni gave her fimal performance in
Russia, 2 group of devoted fans paid 200 roubles for

- her worn and frayed pointe shoes, boiled them and ate

them in a stew: These days, Darcey Bussell’s admirers

- would have a hard time chewing their way through a

casserole of her shoes. While Taglioni’s footwear was
lile more than tight, cotton-stuffed slippers that
braced the bones, modern dancers sport papier-miché

purnps made of satin; calico, card, hessian and thick
‘brown glue: altogether more of a mouthful.

The slippers themselves might have changed. but
the fagiarical fascination felt by dancers and fans alike

Rl for their footwear has continued throughout the cen-
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. ruries. Today, backstage in the shadowy wings of the

Royal Opera House at Covent Garden, a group of bal-

" lerinas prepare for rehearsal, descending to the siage

fike beautiful bag Jadies, clutching an assortment of
carriers containing the precious tools of their wade:
dozens of pairs of pink satin pointe shoes and all the
paraphernalia that goes with them. As it gets close »

Darcey Bussell bashes hers into shape, while Sylvie

Guillem prefers a Stanley knife. Some passionate fans have
even eaten them. For dancers, little girls and even the |
people who make them, it is clear that the ballerina’s pink
satin pointe slipper is so much more than a simple shoe
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‘THE BALLET WORLD IS FULL OF RITUAL. GIRLS SQUASH

4 @ (e moment
ballerina bathed in the pale-blue light that
spills out from the stge sprays ber dghes
ard feer with a water sprav. She scraiches
like a chicken in the rosin way at dhe side
of the stage, coadng her feer and the soles
of her pointe shoes with the shcky amber
residue which step her slipping
Ansther ballerinag bandages up her rees
betore squeszing her beny feer nfo her
shoes. Before rying up her ribbens,

af their DeTIOIMance. a
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goinm shoes. and more than 40 per cent ot
thern are made at the Freed factory in the
East End of Londen. “If yeu dance in it we
make t,” says Paerick Cornefius, the facte-
ry manager. Cornelius. a kXind-faced gentle-
ran with smiling eves, has been im
footwear for more than +@ years, everses-
ing the pointe shoes that have supported
the feet of some af the world’s leading

hallerinas. “The way the shoes are made

they nzed w fwd 2 new ome. W ‘hile all
poinie shees are made in roughiy the same
way and en the same jast, sach maker has
stight personal differencss. which are Hie a
signarure. To protect the integrity berween
the shoemaker amd the hpallerina, the
makers put individual symbols on the sele
such a5 2 Kev, Caste or Trown.
The ethereal sceme =i the Reyal Opers
House seems light and seund years away
fromt the filthy, giue-covered Freed

she goes up 6O 10 poinde, addng a
good six inches w her height Tike ull
be lerinas, she is very partcular
out her pointe sioes and she swuts

i the wings like 2 sterk. decid-

ie is going

zre the anes si
T rehearsal.
Suddenty superbalierina Darcey
Bussell pounces or&tage into the
Q"lrlﬁ i LL'“C‘ TSI 1‘\
battom. She is
sequired 1o sit on the deck at ene
; = next seguence and she doesn’t
wwani 1o side. "Hew much Qi my buE o3

her

vou see m ihis? she werries, referring
the sher wanshucens skirr she i3 wearing

her leowrd, befors making her next
entrance. Bussell s mfameous for werking
her orwear hard and can go through up ©
Lh:m pairs of pointe shoes per g ner‘ormmae
Factoties around the werld work flat o

10 mesl the OVEI\\'ﬂﬁJﬁlﬂg dernand

Z aver

As Anna Pavlova
lay dying in 1931,
she asked for her
swan costume to
comifort her.

factory foer Femaje pui-ups and
faothall pestt:s adorn the walls and
die cacophony of radies, banging aad
machinery is deafening Pat, 3 strap-
ging rwengysemerhing who i the
Key maker. been inaking peinie
shees for six vears. My Uncle Ray,
the Crown makern got fme the job.”
says Par. “Mr Cornelins bad a inok at
my hands aod said that he theough

that ©'d be able ta make shoes” Pau

has changed very little over
fundred yeass,” says Cornelius.

Freed shaes are hand-asted by 2 group of

makers who have mosdy been swith the
company man aud bey. A ballerina ends
hecome associated with ene maker when
she is a smudene and will go on o wear the
sarne maker for the rest of her career ltisa
hallerina’s worst nighemare when a maker
redres or setmething happens o them and

STTONE, glqcmmeree_ fands move
swiftly as he ralks. "I mkes rweo and a bl
vears o rain 1w 1o get your shoes knewn
zreund the werld,” he adds. “I got some
reaily nice letters from ballerinas saying
that they appreciaie my work” And as ke
ralks, Par never takes bis eyes off the shoe
e is m&mg layering it up with glue asck

SD.'I'B:: of card,
Cornelivs says that a smong pair of legs &
required. as well as & good pair of hands. &




a maker will stand at his bench for seven or
eight hours a day, “When Pat joised us he
was a puny fule lad, but hes guite weil
made now.” he laughs. Pink job sheers indi-
cate their workload. Today, Pat's work
includes making 20 pairs for Fujieka from
the Hang Kong Baller and twen pairs for
Pousrepont at the Royal Baller.
VWorking alongside him is his

and are unique o that there is Do jeft or.
right ~ the dancer swill make them thar,”
says Cermelivs. “The block is built up by
tayering hessian with a form of wet dssue
paper and fine card, and each layer is
spread with a stcky glue-like paste fade
from four anrd dexoene.” Beside the
makers are racks for the shees, which at

decorated with soft toys and tnsel. Olga, a
pretry, plump gl from the Ukraine, 1s the
tarest recruit. “I got the job from the job
cerzre.” smiles @lga sweetly “Ballet comes
fram my couniry. you kmow.” Olga’s job
is to dean up the shoes, taking off any
glue and loose threads. Oppasite her siis
Ariette. whe has been sewing poinie shoes

for more than 33 vears. 'l

TJacle Ray, a small man with
enermeus hands. Ray is working
his way through 26 pairs of
shoes for Sara Webb from
America, four for Salas frem
Canada. and one sample shoe
for Salerno at the Reoval Ballet,
"It makes me feel good mew-
ing that a dapcer will wear my
shoes and ue one alse’s through-
our a lifesime,” says Pat. Angelo,

Margot Fonteyn’s
battle-scarred pointe

than £2,000 a pair at
auction at Christie’s

shoes were sold for more

started off cieaning the floor
and worked up from there,”
says Artette who, like most of
her fellow workers, has never
seen a ballet.

The public face of Freeds is
the showroom on 5t Mardn's
izne in rhe heart of Londen's
Thearreland, Irs  pale-green
froptage has changed lule
since Frederick and Dora Freed

s szall elderly man in the cor-
ner, whe ioeks a dead rimger for By
Coppeiius, has been at Freed's for 38 years,
“In the Sixdes | made the shoes of the
Graous hallerina, Margot Fonteym,” says
Angelo proudly, im a thick Itallam accent
“Bur sadly { never met her”

Each mnaker will beng aur 45 pairs a day,
and the faciery produces up w 7,009 pairs
a week. “Poinie shoes are mpade jnside-out

ihe end of the day are wheeled inw a huge
aven and baked overmight for tem hours,
ready nexr morning for the final sage of
production in the binding room.

A team of searnsmesses and cutters have
the mind-pumbing job of wimming the
satin and sewing in the drawsmmgs. Fach
woman sits in fseladen Lstening to head-
phones, their whirting sewing machines

ser up shop here back in the
early Thirties. Magical displays of friryiale
ratus grace the windows, pointe shoes are
poised in mid-air and signed photos of
famous prima ballerinas adorm the place.
Lined up againss the wails are big, barague
velver chairs that wouldn't lock out of place
en the set of The Sleeping Beaury, and glass-
fronted drawers are filled with pink saen
pointe shoes, rolls of ribbon. and, the »

SHOES IN THE DOOR OR SCRAPE THEM IN A CERTAIN WAY’
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<4 Bepes
every Hde girl.

Freed’s chief finer,
Michele Aufield, is a noin-
kiing 5%-vear-old whose
wimn figure belies ber 39
vears firding the feer of the
world’s prima ballerinas.
E‘.-'ery‘o_ne' whe <omes W
fread’s, whetter profes-
sional or amareur, is rreated
with the same level of
polite sericusness, Aufield
fs fust as ar home Auing lic-

Dancer Deirdre Chapman
tries on hier pointe shoes
ftop rightl; a dancer breaks

. glistening new poinge shoes. The ¢5 famale

dangers pireuere and bourree their way
through 3,580 pairs of pointe shoes a year,
ara cost of £39 000, and Bredin 1akes daily
deliveries from mare (hap a dezen roanu-
facturers, includipg Freed, Blech, Gayuwer
Minden. Innevaden:. Caperio and Grisco.
Bredins iob is o leg them in and out
“Some dancers pep i ovice a week and
coilect sheoes. other will come onge a
month and coflect in bulk, but the average
allocation is ten pairs a month.” Al pointe
shoes are supplied withoui iibbon, which
+he ballerinas will sew on themselves, znd

came in four different
width Duwings: super-nar-

row USA, X, and XK

Fach ballerina is allocat-
ed a big roll of ribben, cest
£12, which has to last 2
whele season. “Most gitls
unpick the rikbens fom
their discarded shees, wash
themn and then sew them
on their mew ones,” says
Bredin, Vanessa Palmer, a
Reval Baller soleist, is one

of the few girls o the

ﬂe_ girls with their frst paic o her shees with a sharp company 0 wear the new
of shoes as she is fwing big  knife {above] plastic  shock-absarbing

stars such a5 Tamars Roto.
“The maln concern with children who
start on pelne an the age of {1 & not w
darmage the physique” she says. “Mast
dancers with foor problems have their
genesis in their wery éaﬂy maining I shees
are correcth ed, the damage should be
o ro 2 mimimuem” Attfleld weerks with
miost of the maior bailet companies anéd
Haises closely with sheir shoe mustresses.
Up on e feurth feor ef the Royal
Opera House, Susannah Bredin, the Reval
Ballet shoe mistress, holds daily shoe surg-
eries {n the Pointe Shoe Room o discuss
problems the dancers may be having with
neir feetwear The long nurew roem is
lined from floor we ceiling with neady
labelled pigeonholes, cach piled high witk
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Minzen shees.

wiild as Bolly the sheep was in her fieid.
With their moulded-plastics rechnology
derived from trainers, the advaniages are
that you don't have ro break themn ta and
chey last much longer. “When [ thrst tried
them on they it sgange.” says Palmer "Td
been used 10 1 cardboard insele, bur { was
dezermined that these soft moleskin {oferi-
ors thar would last up to three weeks
would werk for me” Traditionad peinte
shoes cest just under £30, while the
Gaynor Mindens teap ahead w0 £65.

Some ballerimas will spend up to an
hour or more breaking dewn and
customising a peinte shoe that has already
been railor-made for them. This precess is

done in a labour of love, rradigen and
Girah, After breaking i a pair at class and
rehearsal. they may end up only being
worn for one performance. “The world of
baller 15 Full of rimaal.” says Palmer “Some
girls will squash <heir shees in the door-
Frarme or scrape them ia a certain way, and
if you prick yourself when you are sewing
on ribbens, Yo have te wipe the blosg on
the back of the shoe because it is supposed
1o be gond tuck.”

Before the wadirional shoes can be worn
they have 10 be brushed inside with
shellac, 2 sucky soluden that seals the
inside. "If shoes sweren't shellacked. the
heat from the dancer’s foot weuld begin to
break down the papier-miché block,” says
Paimer, “Some girls pur nail varnish
around the edges to stop them fraying and
a lot of people stich a searn Info the shoe
to accommodate 3 bunion.”

Eashiens also corne and go. When Bredin
first joined the company eight years ago.
no one darred their shoes. Today, many of
the dancers darn around the bleck plat-
form fo rnake it more secure and zasier
balance on. Even swar pallerinas, whe could
easily ger an assiseanc <o help them, insist
on breaking in thelr own shoes. Darcey
Bussell is frequently found banging abour
backstage, bashing and hammering her
pointe shoes iato shape. Simlarly. Sylvie
Guillem ts sensatonal with a Swmniey knife.

1 kar aink. saiin

- -‘Cﬂng‘,

scraping  ank
shoes inte submission. Fach girl wilk carry
sround ribbous, apes, 3 Stanley koife, a
grater, a hamrer, various thieads, scissots,
lighters to singe the ends of e ribboes,
nail varnish and stuffing to keep the shoes
in shape. Tach bailerina has her own
method of breaking in her shoes, amd
some shoes will Jast longer than others.
Over ac English Nadonal Bailet, Julie
Heggie, ENB's shoe mistress describes her- |
self 25 "the Gestape in the wings on wour’,
chiding the ballerinas for net hammering
out the reise from their shoes and for nat
pancaking them 1o take the shine off. ¥

i

The dancer
Nicholas Legat,
Nijinsky’s
master, had
his four
front teeth
knocked out
while partnering
a pirouette
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< Julie dreads kearing the corps de ballet coming on siage Like
"2 herd of elephams arriving”. Alice Crawford, a senior solois
with EMB, is infarnous for almest remaking her shoes with gaffer
tape and glue. When she shdes off her slippers, her narrow feet
are a parchwork of cerns, her heels are lumpily misshapen and
her squashed big toes bound up with piasters and bandages.
“VWhen you first begin to go on peinte it feels like 2ll the biood
is rushing te your feet, and it's thriliing,” says Crawferd. “1 could
kave slept in my shees. { adored chem so much.”

Ballerinas’ dressing reoms are frequently taken over by their
shoes, At the Royal @pera House, Royal Ballet frst soleist Jane
Burn's make-ug table is nowhere o be seen under piles of poine
shoes in varipus states of disoess. Burn admits she Is peurodc
sbour her footwear and. like ENB's Crawvford, pulls her shoes
apart and thep. remakes them. before darning the tops. 13 guite
aggressive sewing,” she laughs, "it’s not dainty and ir's defimirely

The 19th-century

prima ballerina
Emma Livry died
when her costume
caught fire

not Jane Austen.” Burn darns with book-binding thread, while
orhers will use deatal floss, darning or embroidery thread.
ancers 2nd up wearing their poine shass for up to six hours
z day. "1 always like to have a pair up my sleeve.” says Burn, “that
1 kmow U'm geing to wear for ceriain performances.” Burn 15
regularly <o be found banging the noise our of her shaes on the
comcrere stage weight in the cotner of the dressing roem., which
displaces the rigidity of the block and makes thern guietern
©n tour, flying can be probleinade, and not just because of the
risk of swollen fest, “We are always asked 1o take a pair of poinre
shoes in our hand luggage. just in case the vest of the wardrebe
doesn’t turn up,” says Bam. “T e oiten had custorn officials gomag
through my bag because they had never seen a pointe shoe before,
thinking it looked highly suspicious. The other thing, of course, 1s
that e used te waie onr sewing kir, but we can't 6o that agy more.
the stage at Covemt (Garden. rehearsals conzinue with
Raymends Act T part of a wibute w0 Eudolf Nurevey. Before she
is due to perferm. Sylvie Guillem comes inm the audiretinm
sporting am old denim jacket. baggy black track pamts with 3
beandful e fothing out in berween. She cuws an odd Agure
skt is far rsmoved fom her magnificent persona on siage. 5601
st is the turn of Guillem (o rtake cenire-sage. She
simply dazzles as Raymonda and is hardly ever oif pointe, her
steep instep smaining in her shoe as if it is ft to burst, For
Guillemn this is a highly emotenal work, sipce it was Nugeyev
who frst discovered her tajent at the Paris ©péra, when ske was
a slip of an 18-year-eld. Up oxn pointe and as gracelul as a fairy,
Guillern is the epitome of a prima ballerina and rhe very stuff of
every little giri’s dream. @

Engfish Natienai Ballet performs Coppélia at Sadler’s Wells frem July
8-172. and is on wur throughour the UK with a mixed programrae
{020-7581 1245 or www.baller org.uk}. The Royal Ballet is
carrently booking for its 2003-2004 season at The Rayal Opera
House, which begins on Gctober 17 with La Bayadere and inciudes
The Sleeping Beaury, Cinderella, Mayerling and Romeo antg
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