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Todd Bolender and Janet Reed were dancing in Pied Piper when it hap-
pened, one of those unforeseen stage mishaps that can wreck a performance 
completely. Set to Aaron Copland’s jazzy Concerto for Clarinet and String 
Orchestra, Pied Piper was Jerome Robbins’s fourth work for New York City 
Ballet. Its vocabulary was in the same vein as Fancy Free and Interplay, a 
blend of classical steps, modern dance, and social dancing. For the finale, 
he included a jitterbug move, in which Bolender had to swing Reed over 
his head and around his neck, her legs in a wide second position, and from 
there to the floor directly in front of him. In the early 1950s, when this per-
formance took place, Bolender had begun wearing a wig over his thinning 
hair that fit over his scalp like a hat. At this particular performance, all was 
going well, until Bolender, after swinging Reed down to the floor, looked 
down and thought, “My God, has she lost her tights” at the same moment 
that Reed looked in the same direction. They both broke into uncontrol-
lable laughter, fortunately just as the corps came rushing onto the stage and 
covered their hasty exit, Bolender’s much-loathed wig (“it had curls and 
things,” he told Deborah Jowitt) restored to his head.1

 By 1952, when it’s likely this performance took place,2 Bolender and 
Reed had been friends since Reed arrived in New York in January 1942. 
They had been dancing together in Robbins’s and Balanchine’s work since 
1949, when Reed joined City Ballet. They originated their roles in Pied 
Piper; were partners in the restaged Interplay, in which Reed had been 
first cast at Ballet Theatre; and had danced together in Balanchine’s À 
la Françaix, in Symphony in C; in the New York City Ballet revival of 
Card Game, and in Bolender’s own Mother Goose Suite. As dancers and 
as people, they shared a passion for dancing, an openness to new ideas, 
intelligence, musicality, a love of laughter, and a dogged determination 
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to get the job done no matter what it was. Although the specifics of their 
backgrounds were different, as Americans who came of age in hard, tur-
bulent times, their lives onstage and off were guided by a point of view 
that was much the same.
 Bolender was born in Canton, Ohio, on February 17, 1914. Canton was 
best known as the birthplace of William McKinley and professional foot-
ball. It did not have a flourishing arts scene, but because Bolender came 
from a middle-class family (his father was a businessman and his mother a 
coloratura soprano who had passionately wanted a career as a singer), the 
arts, especially music and theater, were a part of family life. Bolender had 
vivid memories of accompanying his mother to her singing lessons when 
he was small and of her teacher, who wore extraordinary hats. No doubt 
those sessions and the piano lessons he had when he was older account for 
the acute musicality he showed later as a dancer and choreographer, at least 
in part.
 Because he was constantly in motion, Bolender was dubbed the dancer 
of the family, and when he was 10 or 11, his energy was channeled into ru-
dimentary ballet classes with a family friend. Lula Carter had been trained 
by Russian teachers in San Francisco, but her barre was quite basic and 
inconsistent, as was Bolender’s attendance at her classes.
 In 1932, at age 17, bored with high school (he was flunking algebra), Bo-
lender left formal academic education behind and headed to New York, 
on what he described as a quest for knowledge about dancing that went 
beyond the inconsistent ballet training and the tap and acrobatics that were 
available to him in Canton. Eclectic as it was, that early training turned 
out to be important to his career as a dancer: what George Balanchine and 
Jerome Robbins choreographed on him later on capitalized on both those 
skills and his highly flexible, well-turned-out body.
 New York, which he heard about from a friend, had for several decades 
been a magnet for American artists of every stripe. To the teenaged Bo-
lender, all of its possibilities sounded like “a kind of heaven.” However, 
three years after the 1929 crash, “heaven” featured bread lines, apple sellers 
on corners, and a lot of politically motivated modern dance. Between the 
time he arrived and 1936 or 37, when he began taking classes at the School 
of American Ballet (SAB), Bolender studied with several modern teachers, 
starting with Edwin Strawbridge, who had given him a scholarship before 
he left home. Erick Hawkins also studied with Strawbridge. In exchange for 
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reduced tuition, he and Bolender would sweep out the studio when classes 
were over and occasionally walk Strawbridge’s dog.
 Tough as the 1930s were economically, it was a heady time to be young 
in New York, especially if you were interested in modern dance. Modern 
dancers, in fact, had a lock on the city’s dance scene. Many, especially intel-
lectuals and the connoisseurs of high art, considered ballet, which was often 
performed as a vaudeville act in movie theaters before the main feature was 
shown, to be popular art at best, cheap and tawdry at worst. Martha Gra-
ham, Doris Humphrey, Charles Weidman, and José Limón were all active in 
the city at the time. Hanya Holm, a disciple of German Ausdruckstanz prac-
titioner Mary Wigman, opened a school on West 11th Street in Greenwich 
Village in 1931 to teach her technique. Wigman, Harald Kreutzberg, and 
Uday Shankar, the Indian modern dancer who for a time partnered Anna 
Pavlova, all performed in New York on tour in the early 1930s. Bolender 
took it all in and said later that Wigman and Shankar were the two most 
important influences on his choreography. Kreutzberg, that rare modern 
dancer with a gift for comedy, may also have influenced Bolender as a per-
former, for he too demonstrated comedic talents quite early in his career.
 Bolender’s studies with Strawbridge were brief. Once he saw Wigman 
perform, he was so overwhelmed by the blood-and-guts power of her 
dancing that he switched to Holm’s school. There, where improvisation was 
an integral part of the classroom exercises, as was considerable interaction 
between the students and the percussionist who accompanied them, Bo-
lender first became interested in choreographing. Photographs of a piece 
called “The Cry,” which he made in that period, certainly show the Wig-
man-Holm influence, right down to the masks on the dancers. After a year’s 
study with Holm, Bolender got a job with the Federal Dance Project (FDP), 
a short-lived offshoot of the Works Project Administration’s Federal The-
atre Project, which ironically, since it was dominated by modern dancers, 
led him to begin serious study of ballet. Classical dancer Arthur Mahoney, 
who was working for the FDP, insisted that Bolender take two ballet classes 
a day in addition to attending rehearsals for a show that toured around the 
city and its boroughs in an early form of outreach to people who couldn’t 
afford tickets to performances. One class was with Mahoney, the other with 
a woman Bolender remembered as a “charming old Russian teacher who 
was so convinced I would become a ballet dancer, that she would teach 
me privately in her little basement apartment on the Upper West Side.”3 
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The shift from modern to ballet wasn’t difficult for Bolender at this point, 
because his compact body was highly flexible (he was five feet, eight inches 
tall) and he had natural turnout from the hips and a good jump. In her 
small studio, the Russian teacher began by teaching him double tour en l’air 
and brisé volé, good practice for the constricted spaces in which he would 
later perform on tour with Ballet Caravan.
 At about the same time, Bolender began to hear talk of SAB, which Lin-
coln Kirstein and Edward Warburg had opened in 1934 in a building on the 
corner of Madison Avenue and 59th Street. He had seen Balanchine’s Ser-
enade and, struck by the easy flow of the movement, began to be interested 
in ballet. One day, curious about what the training was like, he climbed 
the four flights of stairs to SAB’s studios to see what was going on there. 
The airy studios were certainly an improvement over the Russian teacher’s 
low-ceilinged basement and he began to take classes regularly, receiving 
the structured training he had been hungering for. Paying for them was 
another matter. His FDP job having come to an end, he auditioned for an 
operetta called Frederika, which was to open on Broadway on February 4, 
1937. The choreography was by Chester Hale, who later became a choreog-
rapher for the movies and had produced a lot of vaudeville numbers for a 
troupe known as the Chester Hale Girls in the 1920s.
 Hale apparently was unimpressed by the brief audition, recognizing that 
Bolender’s ballet technique still had a long way to go. But Bolender later 
recalled that as the tryout concluded, Hale told him he would give him 
the job “on one condition, that you will be in my class every morning for 
two and a half hours, so that I can keep an eye on your development.”4 Not 
wanting to give up his SAB classes, Bolender began yet another commute 
around New York, taking a Cecchetti-based class with Hale at his studio on 
Columbus Circle every morning and then zipping across town to receive a 
different form of classical training at SAB at noon, after which there were 
afternoon rehearsals and performances of Frederika at night. The show, 
Bolender’s first professional job, had a four-month run.
 Just before it closed, Bolender was taking class at SAB when “a tall, thin 
bullet-headed young man came in to watch Muriel Stuart’s class.” This of 
course was Lincoln Kirstein. “They talked a lot and at the finish Kirstein 
called me to his office and said, ‘Where did you come from?’ and then im-
mediately, ‘Would you like to join a small ballet group called Ballet Cara-
van?’ It was a most timely invitation.”5


