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C a l l  B o a r d

Ashley Wheater, ballet master at San
Francisco Ballet and former Joffrey
dancer, became artistic director of The
Joffrey Ballet in September, succeeding co-
founder Gerald Arpino, who is now artistic
director emeritus. Wheater, 48, trained at
The Royal Ballet School and danced all
over the world. In 1984, Arpino personally
invited Wheater to join The Joffrey Ballet.
He later joined San Francisco Ballet, first as
a dancer, then as ballet master and assis-
tant to Helgi Tomasson, whom he calls a
mentor. Wheater spoke with Pointe shortly
after taking on his new role.

How did you decide that taking over
The Joffrey was something you
wanted to do?
I taught class, and honestly it was just
extraordinary. The response from the com-
pany was fantastic. I thought, “Wow, there
is so much potential here.” Having danced
with The Joffrey for all those years, it felt
so right. Even though the company has
been through ups and downs and it’s transi-
tioned to Chicago, I knew I should just put
my name in [the running. And later,] it was
a unanimous decision to offer me the position.
I’m really happy, thrilled and honored.

What is your vision for the company?
It’s going to take me a while to really get to
know the company, but it has always had
an eclectic repertoire. The Joffrey has a
unique place because Robert Joffrey’s
vision—and Arpino’s—was to make dance
accessible to the whole of America. And I
really believe that is still vital for the company.
Also, they’ve got all those Diaghilev Ballet

Russe ballets, the Ashton repertoire, the
Cranko repertoire, and there’s such a great
wealth of new talent that I want to bring in
to work with the company. I am a very clas-
sically oriented person, but I also really like
contemporary and pushing the boundaries.
That’s why I think that it’s important to have
people like Christopher Wheeldon, who is
an extraordinary talent. And I think the
company needs more created works.

Do you foresee many changes?
There will be changes. And I think changes
feel good. I think in our art form we need to
constantly be able to move forward, but
we also need to look back with respect. So
to have a company that has the best of
Balanchine, Robbins, Cranko, Ashton,
MacMillian, but to also have the
Wheeldons and the Wayne McGregors is
very important.

The Joffrey’s new building opens
next year. Do you have any goals
associated with that project?
The Joffrey Tower is being built in Chicago
with the idea that there will be a school
there. So then you have to ask all the other
questions [such as what happens to the
school in New York City], and much needs
to be determined.… I am not sure about a
lot of things, but last year a summer intensive
was started in Chicago. And that’s definitely
going to be ongoing. There’s a huge out-
reach program that is fantastic. I’m a big
believer in outreach; you have to be able to
build good schools, be able to bring kids to
a performance. One might be the next
Baryshnikov. You just never know.
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