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CHEERS 
AND BOOS
Aurel von Milloss’ successor as director of ballet in 
Cologne was Todd Bolender, who had been a soloist in 
the legendary guest performance by the New York City 
Ballet in the auditorium of the university in 1956, which 
at the time served as a substitute venue. However, Todd 
Bolender did not get to enjoy a honeymoon period in 
Cologne. The expectations that critics, audience and 
ensemble had from the new director of ballet were enor-
mous. Acting strategically, Todd Bolender initially staged 
tried-and-tested repertoire pieces – his opening shows 
all contained choreographies that had already been per-
formed successfully in other theatres in Western Germa-
ny and the U.S.

But even though his first ballet shows were received en-
thusiastically by both critics and the audience, Bolender 
very quickly became the target of strong criticism. In 
addition to his reputation as a choreographer following in 
Balanchine’s footsteps, Bolender’s teaching experience 
had been the main reason for his engagement in Cologne. 
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The American dancer, choreographer and director of 
ballet’s love of dance was sparked by a Mary Wigman 
performance and he subsequently trained under the 
Wigman student Hanya Holm. His training under George 
Balanchine at the School of American Ballet was form-
ative to his career. From 1938 to 1956 he was part of 
the New York City Ballet. He subsequently worked as a 
freelance choreographer and dancer before moving to 
Cologne for the 1963/1964 season.

Choreographies in Cologne:

Playtime 1963/64 Serenade Nr. 9 (M.: Mozart) | The Still 
Point (M.: Debussy) | Thema und Variationen (M.: Blach-
er) | Danses Concertantes (M.: Strawinsky) | Images 
(M.: Ravel) | Kontraste (M.: Zimmermann) | La Création 
du Monde (M.: Milhaud) || Playtime 1964/65 Tanz I - 
Tanz II (M.: Copland); together with Concerti Grossi (M.: 
Händel) in the choreography of John Cranko and Hoch-
land Ballade (M.: Loewe / Rittmann) in the choreography 
of Agnes de Mille | Der Kuß der Fee (M.: Strawinsky); 
together with Die Unterrichtsstunde (M.: Delerue) in 
the choreography of Flemming Flindt and Études (M.: 
Czerny / Riisager) in the choreography of Harald Lander.

In January 1964, the 
applause at the première 
of the first ballet show had 
barely faded, differences 
about the ballet ensemble 
and the Institute of Stage 
Dance escalated to such 
an extent that the papers 
wrote about a ballet crisis 
in Cologne.

Bolender’s ballet policy, 
characterised by a pref-
erence for plot-free ballet 
and phasing out the Milloss 
repertoire, and thus unilat-
erally placing more value 
on the group and less on 
the soloists, as well as his 
resulting contract policy, 
had deeply upset some 
of the protagonists of the 
Milloss era, with a number 
of them even leaving the 
city. Complaints about Bo-
lender’s shortcomings as a 
manager by teachers and 
students at the institute, as 
well as his termination of 
the contract of renowned 
trainer and teacher Leon 
Woizikowski, added fuel 
to the fire. The general 
director of the municipal 
theatres of Cologne and 
the city’s cultural depart-
ment were not prepared to 
back Bolender’s unpopular 
decisions either. Voices 
comparing his choreogra-
phies increasingly unfa-
vourably to those of Aurel 
von Milloss soon became 
louder, reflecting the feel-
ing that Todd Bolender’s 
concept of ballet would 
not be met with lasting 
approval by the critics and 
the audiences in Cologne. 
As a consequence, Arno 
Assmann and Kurt Hacken-
berg announced in October 
1965 that Todd Bolender 
would vacate the post of 
director of ballet at the end 
of the 1965/1966 season.


