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The Ballet S hoe Gets
A Ma,keovef but Few
Yet Seethe Pomte

Real Baiierinas Tend to’ Stick
To Tradition; Bad Feet
& . As a Badge of the Art{

By MicHELLE HIGCINS
Staff Reporiero f Tma WaALL STREET J OURNAL

NEW YORK — Ballet is a thing of
beauty but the pointe shoe is-dnother
matter. Almost everyvone who wears thém
agrees: The traditional ballet shpper isa
beast.

“Prehistoric,”’ says Alice G. ‘Brandfon-
brener, editor of 2 perfnrmmg—arts'and-
health jounal. |

“We eall them little tiny torture cham-
bers,” says Jody Jaron, director of Garden
State Ballet of Newark, N.J.

They also cost about $50 a pair and can
wear out after just one robust perform-
ance. So surely, in this era of ultralight,
high-tech, supe'r performance  Sporis
shoes, the world isiready fora new pomte
shoe, ves?

Well, not exactly.

Stipper of Pain -

Traditional ballet footwear — techpi-
cailv, the poiite shoe — is among .the
worli's great anachrobisms. It is essen-
tially an éegant satin shoe with -4 card-
board sole; and tinen or burfap glued stitf
at thetip. Ithas changed little since it was
invented fn'the early 1800s-when the {irst

‘pafleting roge and pranced on her toes—en .

poinie ~ang sealed:ballel’ ] stgfature. This
was aiso at a time when women stzll wore
bone corsets.

¥

Thomas Novella is 2 modern Manhdi-
ian podiatrist who hag spent 20 years
looking" at dancets’ feet. He muils the
advances in’ orthopedics since the 1800s,
not to viention the grueling tog regimens of
today’'s highiy athletic dancers, and lists
the pointe shoe’s toll - deformed toes and
“'sinewy wedges'” tnat turn. feet. blocky.
The first time 2 ballerina. yanked off-a
traditional‘skipper and- showed higa her
ant “Twas. scared,” he says.

- Wit that in’ mmd Bliza: Mmden had a
greatidea, takmg q cue from’ ‘those fcolks at
Nike Ine. someyedrs badk:: ‘She; among
ofhers, designed and. begin markenng a
high-tech shoe; with high-impatct supports
and toe cushions, for the ballet woild. After
all, . does Michael Jordan “play hoops-in-
old-fashioried tennis “shoss? Would dny
self-respecting jogger today run five miles
in dress-loafers? .-

Not to-mention one other thmg. The
ballet Wworld, professional and amateur,
spends about 3158 million a year on shoes,
says Owen Goldman, publisher of Daneer,
2 irade magazine. .

“Dancers need this shoe,” says Ms.
Minden, a former amateur ballerina who
co-founded Gaynor Minden: Inc. to- start
making high-tech -ballet slippers. Agrees
Daniel White, d New York City chiroprac-
tor who has treateéd the bad necks and
backs of daneers related to spending hours
oft their toes in traditional shoes: “It's a
fantastic thing."” ‘

If that's irue, then what expiams Chris-
tine Duntham’s.attitude?

CI&SSlC Remsta.zlce

Everyone agrees that Ms. Dunham
does fantastic things just to stay on her
toes, She’s a principal dancer with Ameri-
can Ballet Theater. She soimetimes numbs
her feet in ey water afler performances .
and pays frequent vxslts {o the company’s
physical theraplst She "dances through
zaps of toe pain that she calls “zingers’
during performances. :

The one thing she won't do: Dance it
high-tech pointe shoes. 8he tried them
briefly but went back to her old-fashioned
slippers, pain and all. “I knew tight then
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that ?hey weren’t forme,’
toialiy settlodintd whdt ménimg,
‘Ba,” appa.rent]y, dre frost 0the1 pmfes-

T shie. sa},ﬂ; I m--

sion‘al -GANCers, -Defyiug ‘the marketing
convertion-that has: worked -6 well in"
performing -

. sports—build. a-better,’
shoe and the'world. will by

path to.ye

- has pioved to'be Hio.medn feat. Perliaps it’s
-an example of art thumhmg its nose at lite.

Pain, deformed feét, suiferin —Jthese are

all patt of the ballst tradition. - S

“Ballet isi’t about health Bix s an art .
‘says Suki Schorer, aformer prmm-‘_'_f ~when she first decided to ierge.a knowi-
pal dancerivith #he New: York City Bailet -
who-stiidiad under ballet master Georgs -
Balanchine and now teaches at the Schoot -
of American Bailetin Manhattan. She dsnt
opposed to-the new shoes! She jiist won't" :
wear them, or zeconmend them to her sfu-- - hedded by lighter, performance-enhancing
' - -Inaterials Coupled with a growing knowl
'-;edge of ‘body. meehanics: It is frue her

" -shoes cost about $20 more than traditional

form,™

dents. .

T haven’ £ had much success w:th the-
new highsteeh shoes, adds I\Iary Day,. di-
rector of the: Washmgton School of Baliet I
the ‘nation’s. capital. She’: ‘Fay :
cisely becauge the shoes are

to provide exira; support, ‘some -of her

dancers Who have used __them had troub}e L
i ' : i ."even the most gTuehng performance, she
) _mSISt‘-} s

—"'T(ﬂff Mmden ami a smaﬂ cn"cle of oth-.
ers dedicated th reformmg the-ballet shp— -
astumble

per, thisisajl as dzscouraﬂfmg
durmg A pasde denx: Ms Mmdﬂn figures,
in fact;'that PIC :
two danicers i each af’ the nation,
sional hallet conipanies use her slives—dis-

*

heartenmg consigering thatths New York -
City -Baltet: alone burns. Ahrongh abeut"

- $506,000 in shoes a year. Another: mncem )
Sansha Productions Tid. of Hong Kong,
also began making untraditional shppers

with ‘reinforced: Shanks and: supportwe T
“plastic insoles g favyears hack: Tt reports. -

similar acceptance among Dmfessmnal; .
dancers.

Michae! Heck, vice president of 4. csm—'_ '

pany. that manufactures toe—pacl inserts
that, make even.the traditional pointé shoe.
-Hitre fool-friendly, adiiits the pads also.
have proved a hard sell: He compares the
resistance to tennis- ‘players -who stub-
boraly: cling o climsy: wooden rackets
while. getung thumpead 1y opponents using
high-tech ones. -“Tt - doesut make sense,”’
Says Mr. Heck, of Bun Heads Inc of
Saratoga Springs; N.Y.

In'New Jersey, sense—in the view of the
reformers—is begihning to take root, how-
ever. Having not ' made much of a-dent in
the professional baltet ranks, comparies
iike . Gaynor Mmden Have started with
some .SHLCESS, to pitch them: to teachers
and kids in amatenr hailet schools: At Gar-

:deéqr State Ballet, -which has about 250 stu-
dents, ; Ms.-Jarol; ‘the school’s divector,
_‘waxes posmve}y missionary . about . the
-hightech slippers. “Ii’s been a long time
"'c*ommg and, beheve me We need 1t she
§ays, T

After-seeing brlkv minsrlas slim Anvm

han oneor
'g- profes~ e
- them ‘with. hammers or slamming them in

aﬂe‘& Sh@@

-from the shoe ¢ extra sipport, she put al3
her students in- Gayior - Mindens ‘three
7 yearstagtand made them the school 5 offi-
":cial shoe. She also says the pew shoes are
qmeter thari the ol In traditional slippers,

“if you've got16 girls out there doing Waltz

- of the Flowers [in the Nutcracker Suite] on
. - pointe, . it ssounds Jike a heard of ele-
door-Ihe seliing-of mgh “ech pointe simes -

phands,” she says. With the new shoes, the

.. girls don’ tsound as chmiq,, ahe adds.
w Sweetl Musm

This is exactly the kind of reacmcm Ms.
Mmden hdd'in mind ahout eight'yearsagn

edge of manufdctiring wﬁh herinterest in

‘hallet todeveith a more erthopedically cor

rect balleislipper. She had been & runner

‘and. wind-surfer- and had seen the rapid

evolution in ‘equipment for both, spear

nirite shoss, whmh are manufaciured by

“about ‘4 hdlfdozen compaiies around the
“globe. But because they are made of hew-
‘age matérials; they fast Jonger—in fact,

canc be blow-dried back into shape after

What MS Mmden hadn’t counted -on,
however “Was -the stubhorn tradition—in-

‘_deed almost: superstition—that the ballet

world attaches to its Shoes. Among sertous
dancers, just breaking in- the shoes often
involves - individualistic rituals—bashing

doois, for example For ‘many, the new-age

“3hoes. fust don’t seein as maileable, Says
- dance writer and former -New York City
- Pallet-dancer Toni Bentley: “People don’t

: ’wan{ their mdmduahty messed-with.”

"Freed of London Lid., & British maker
01" tradmonai pomte shces won't even con-

'51der toymﬂf w1th the original style, “1 ai-
e ways feel sorry for people whe try to inno-
vate,” a spokeswoman $ays.




