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BBallet BC’s studio at Scotiabank Dance Centre is large and bright, 
with a sprung floor and big windows. That’s where artistic director 
Emily Molnar is rehearsing her dancers in Twenty Eight Thousand 
Waves by Cayetano Soto. Despite the demands the choreography 
makes for power, precision and speed, Molnar’s approach is not to 
whip up easy enthusiasm, but rather to quietly examine even the 
biggest, most forceful movements. Her curiosity creates a thought-
ful atmosphere that encourages the dancers to explore their ideas 
and intentions as they work to perfect the physical moves.

On more than one occasion, Molnar has said she wants her 
dancers to be thinking individuals who bring curiosity to the 
shared enterprise of putting ballet onto the stage, and the present 
incarnation of the group (14 company members and three ap-
prentices) seems to be doing exactly that. Of course, she also wants 
virtuosic technique and that too is something Ballet BC have fine 
tuned since she came on board as director in 2009. 

Molnar’s way of pushing the dancers is to constantly tease out 
the actual performance quality and inner spirit each one brings to 
every moment. “I want to hear from you,” she says, demanding 
dialogue in the studio. “I want to understand how we can make 
this into something.” 

She works first with a trio of men, coaxing nuances out of pow-
erful movement she suggests should be “more about an inflation 
of energy than aggression,” and then on an intimate male-female 
duet studded with fine, ferocious lines. There is a hum of activ-
ity around the room as the others tackle whatever is necessary for 
them to achieve the soul as well as the mechanics of the piece. 

It’s such a pleasure to be there watching this talented group of 
individuals up close. There isn’t one who wouldn’t reward close 
study, and last November’s show on the large stage at the Queen 
Elizabeth Theatre, where they have their home season, was 
danced with conviction. As far as contemporary ballet bills go, it 
was a tribute to Molnar’s programming and also a testament to 
the company’s ability to attract high-profile choreographers.

The evening offered the first sighting in Vancouver of work by 
Belgian Stijn Celis, one of more than 30 premieres Molnar has 
commissioned for the company from Canadian and international 
choreographers. Celis’ Awe, for 12 dancers, begins with the high 
spiritual drama of the onstage choir’s De Profundis, which almost 
overwhelms the small round bodies moving quietly in the dark. 
Awe slowly builds power until the end, when the dancers flicker 
upward in the gloom like stars twinkling in a night sky. 

Crystal Pite was on board, too, remounting her masterful Solo 
Echo, created in 2012 for Nederlands Dans Theater. Here, in an 
atmosphere of epic loneliness, seven dancers constantly come to-
gether and break apart, while the warm romance of the Brahms’ 
music sounds like it’s coming from another world or time. 

Finally, in the remount of Soto’s Twenty Eight Thousand Waves, 
the company seems to have an ideal high-energy calling card. 
The work features exaggerated, hard-etched poses — spiky fin-
gers, hips pushing way out — with bare-chested men in flippy 
skirts and a sense of suspension throughout, as if something big 
is about to happen and the men and women onstage are poised 
on the edge waiting for it. It will be interesting to see how Soto  
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follows this popular work in his role as resident choreographer 
(read more on Soto starting on page 14).

The program was a thrilling ushering in of Ballet BC’s 30th an-
niversary season. This longevity is a real achievement in Vancou-
ver, where ballet has become such a hard sell in recent decades 
that few companies dare tour here, which makes Ballet BC all the 
more important to west coast dancegoers: the company’s home 
season, with its range of international choreographers, and their 
occasional presenting (the annual Alberta Ballet Nutcracker, Mi-
ami City Ballet last year) is a lifeline connecting us to the world.

When Molnar and I spoke in the boardroom outside their 
sixth floor offices, she praised 30 as an age “when you’re not at 
the beginning, but you’re also not dealing with an enormous 
amount of legacy.” She is grateful Ballet BC survived bankruptcy 
proceedings in 2008, just before her arrival, and looks back at 
those dark times with equanimity. “It awakened us to the vulner-
ability of the organization. You wouldn’t wish such a traumatic 
experience on anyone, but when you go through it and come out 
the other side, it matures you.”

In half a dozen years, Molnar has made Ballet BC more than 
just a player in the local scene; it’s now a popular force across 
Canada and increasingly in the United States. They received 
warm press after their return to Jacob’s Pillow in Massachu-
setts last summer, and in November they returned to Portland, 
Oregon’s White Bird festival. Ballet BC is now set to make in-
roads into Europe with a tour to the Birmingham Hippodrome 
in May, presenting a mixed bill that will include Molnar’s,  

16 + a room, a 2013 piece for 16 dancers that features impressive 
vigour and sweep.

Molnar was establishing herself as an independent choreogra-
pher when she was offered the directorship of Ballet BC. She had 
recently made Six Fold Illuminate for Christopher Wheeldon’s 
Morphoses company; Judith Mackrell wrote in the Guardian that 
it showed an “architectural instinct for structure” and that Mol-
nar had an “intriguing gift for shifting the quality of her move-
ment from states of high tension to shivery, sensuous release.” 

After her appointment to Ballet BC, her choreographic ambi-
tions went on the back burner; she now choreographs about one 
new piece a year for the company, most recently the Stravinsky-
less RITE for 18 dancers. In that dream-like ballet, Molnar in-
tegrated evocative historical references to Nijinsky’s choreography 
within a fluid, dramatic vocabulary.

Like most artistic directors and choreographers, Molnar started 
out as a dancer. The Regina, Saskatchewan-born artist began her 
professional career performing with the National Ballet of Cana-
da, then joined William Forsythe’s innovative Ballett Frankfurt. 
As a member of Ballet BC from 1998 to 2003, she often took on 
lead roles in then artistic director John Alleyne’s work. A high-
light was the surprise casting of Molnar — a tall, naturally regal 
woman — as Puck in his Faerie Queen (based on Shakespeare’s 
Midsummer Night’s Dream), which featured a solemn, twisting 
solo that provided the poignant conclusion.

Though she hasn’t performed since throwing herself into the 
director’s job, Molnar still takes daily class alongside the  
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company. “It keeps me grounded,” she says, “and it keeps me 
moving. I put myself in there with my dancers, which makes for 
an equal conversation between us.” Then Molnar surprises me, as 
she quietly adds, almost as if talking to herself: “I might try danc-
ing again. I might do a bit more performing before I hang up 
my shoes.” There are no specifics to announce, no firm commit-
ments, just a kind of longing to dance again that, the 42-year-old 
says, “should probably happen sooner than later.” 

There is another significant facet to Molnar’s professional pro-
file: in 2014, she was appointed as the first artistic director of 
dance at Alberta’s prestigious Banff Centre, where she is involved 
in revisioning the dance program. Molnar talks enthusiastically 
about thematic residencies and interdisciplinary platforms for cre-
ation, and how the new model is less about fitting participants 
into the usual ballet or contemporary boxes, and more about fol-
lowing their unique needs and interests. “It’s about the artists who 
are doing the work now and their points of view,” she says, refer-
ring to the broad-based, multi-faceted influences and styles of to-
day’s professional dance scene. She’s proud of the advisory group 
she assembled, which is made up of professionals who understand 
dance from a range of perspectives, from presenting to choreo-
graphing to running companies to training.

The post involves regular visits up to Alberta’s Rocky Moun-
tains where the Banff Centre is situated, and it’s hard to imag-
ine how Molnar has the time to fit this additional responsibility 
in. Yet it’s also clear she is the right person to find new models 
of creation and collaboration to refresh the longstanding dance 
program. The position provides an opportunity to connect with 
other committed professional artists over issues of training and 
creation, and can only enrich Molnar’s own creative capital, help-
ing her answer the questions she is driven to ask about the inner 
workings of dance. 

Emily Molnar is now a key figure at the Banff Centre as well as 
the popular leader of Ballet BC. And still, it seems, driven to 
dance herself, to explore the art form from the intimate perspec-
tive of her own body, alongside her dancers in class or when lead-
ing rehearsals, and maybe once more onstage. DI

During a recent rehearsal, Emily Chessa perfects 
a lift with partner Gilbert Small with focus and at-
tention to detail. Chessa has been described as a 
“diminutive firecracker” and her small stature pairs 
well with Small’s grounded, steady form. Now 
in her third season with Ballet BC, 23-year-old 
Chessa says, “I love dancing with Gilbert. We both 
have the same understanding of what we want to 
achieve, and we get along very well; we think simi-
larly.”

Chessa grew up in Richmond, British Columbia, 
just outside Vancouver, and began her professional 
training at 15 at the Royal Winnipeg Ballet School. 
She then danced in the graduate program at Arts 
Umbrella in Vancouver under the guidance of Ar-
temis Gordon, where she had the opportunity to 
work with major choreographers like James Kudel-
ka and Aszure Barton, and local innovator Wen Wei 
Wang. 

In 2012, she saw Ballet BC perform Johan Inger’s 
Walking Mad and, she says, “I just fell in love with 
it. That’s why I really wanted to dance here.” Dur-
ing her first season as a company member, the 
company remounted the quirky, character-driven 
piece, which features a huge moveable wall that the  
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It’s lunch break at Ballet BC, and Gilbert Small 
is eating homemade curry and a piece of company 
dancer Tara Williamson’s birthday cake. The cake 
was left over from a recent Ballet BC weekend re-
treat, where the dancers were encouraged to think 
big about the art form, both as individuals and 
as members of Ballet BC. Twenty-eight-year-old 
Small, inspired by the retreat, says he believes a 
good performance requires both humility and pas-
sion, and he hopes his performances make audience 
members question what they want from life.  

Born in Baltimore, Maryland, Small always knew 
he wanted to be a dancer. He began serious ballet 

Gilbert Small

dancers manoeuvre and climb. “To see it, get in-
spired and then be able to perform it — that’s pret-
ty special,” Chessa says. 

Having begun as an apprentice, Chessa enjoys 
mentoring the new additions who have placements 
with the company each season. “I give them tips on 
what I learned — what worked, what didn’t.”

Chessa, who has a reputation as the resident mu-
sic lover, was the first to be featured on the com-
pany’s blog for their Dancer’s Playlist series; her top 
picks included songs by Youth Lagoon, the Nation-
al and Jesse Woods. 

Discussing the variety of styles she has to tackle at 
Ballet BC, Chessa says, “I can use my classical train-
ing along with the contemporary movement and 
combine them to create new possibilities.” About 
new creation, she adds, “We get to investigate the 
work in a very intimate and deep way.” 

The atmosphere in rehearsal is described by Ches-
sa as both open and mindful. “I feel very privileged 
to be in that room with everyone because we all 
want the same thing. We all work very hard.”
— TESSA PERKINS

training at the Baltimore School for the Arts at age 
10, and went on to study at the Dance Theatre of 
Harlem School, the Springboard Danse Montréal 
project and the Hogeschool voor Muziek en Dans in 
Rotterdam, Netherlands, among other places. He is 
also the proud holder of a bachelor of fine arts de-
gree from the Conservatory of Dance at Purchase 
College in the United States. 

Joining Ballet BC from Sidra Bell Dance in New 
York City, Small was the first hire after Emily Mol-
nar became artistic director in 2009. Now in his 
seventh season, he reflected on how things have 
changed for him since moving to Vancouver. “I felt 
quite alone for a long time here, and I’m just starting 
to find my way,” he says. 

Small has now settled in the historic downtown 
neighbourhood called Gastown, known for its varied 
demographics. “I need diversity in that extreme way 
— the old and the new, the rich and the poor — I 
think it’s the closest to New York I’m going to get.” 

Every morning Small leaves behind his 90-pound 
King Doberman and two-pound Teacup Yorkie and 
rides his bike to rehearsal. “I’m obsessed with my 
bike,” says Small. “It’s not even a crazy nice bike; it’s 
just the fact that I can go anywhere I want, when-
ever I want.” 

At Ballet BC, Small has worked with many chore-
ographers in the creation process, which he believes 
allows dancers to actively add to the art form be-
yond being bodies in space. He is a perfectionist, 
describing his goal to always improve upon past per-
formances and to delve deeper into each work. The 
second time he performed in Johan Inger’s Walking 
Mad, he enjoyed it even more. “I was able to pick up 
where I left off; I was able to dive deeper.” 

Growing up, Small loved Don Quixote and Sleep-
ing Beauty, but he is happy to be with a contem-
porary company and does not miss classical ballet. 
“What I’m doing here is exactly what I want to be 
doing,” he says. 
— TESSA PERKINS

“I feel very privileged to be in that room with everyone 
because we all want the same thing. We all work very 
hard.” — Emily Chessa

 

“What I’m doing here is exactly what I want to  
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