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TutuMuch follows nine ballet ducklings as they endure the rigours of a Royal Winnipeg Ballet School intensive summer course.
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Documentary directed by Elise Swerhone. 83 minutes. Limited engagement, Sunday to Wednesday at Cineplex Entertainment Theatres. G


So, what does it take to become a ballerina? According to 13-year-old Kayla from Calgary – prematurely wise but right on the money – most of it has to do with "determination and dedication." You can have the perfect body and all the facility in the world, but you've really got to want it to get it.

Kayla is one of nine featured ballet ducklings, some sporting teeth with braces, aspiring to become swans in TutuMuch, the latest family friendly documentary from Winnipeg-based Merit Motion Pictures.

In a style that mixes cinéma vérité, reality television and a few drops of corn syrup, TutuMuch follows Kayla and her engaging companions as they endure the unforgiving rigours of a Royal Winnipeg Ballet School intensive summer course. Effectively it's a bunhead boot camp, serving as an extended audition for entry into the RWB Professional Division School, the same full-time program that graduated celebrated former prima ballerina, Evelyn Hart. 

Over four weeks, 70 hopefuls – from preteens to flowering post-pubescents, culled from an applicant list of around 1,000 – are subjected to a progressive series of challenges that will test not just their physical abilities but, more importantly, their inner strength.

As we learn, being a ballerina may seem like a glamorous career, but the reality is daunting. Joint and muscle pain are givens. "Lots of pain; lots of gain," pronounces one of the beaming teachers. Then there are the bruised and blistered toes – thanks to those infernal pointe shoes that need beating and twisting into submission. And unlike most sports, where achievement is quantifiable, ballet is an art.

"You get to elevate your game to a new level," observes instructor Bruce Monk, assessing the summer school's benefits. But it's more than a game. In the end, for all the sweat and tears, career success will depend on the subjective judgment of an artistic director.

Producer MMP – often, as in this case, in association with award-winning Winnipeg filmmaker Vonnie Von Helmolt – has a string of RWB-centred dance films to its credit, including Ballet Girls, broadcast on Bravo! in December of 2006. Part two of that three-part miniseries focused on the RWB School summer intensive, and TutuMuch, also directed by Elise Swerhone, appears partly an exercise in creative recycling.

Among the carry-over subjects is petite, bespectacled ultra-social Alicja, who seems far less concerned about making the grade than does her doting mother. Another is an adorable 11-year-old Asian Winnipegger, Carmen, who though exhausted, still finds time to help in her parents' variety store. It's hard not to want to cheer when the fragile-seeming Carmen is accepted.

TutuMuch takes us into the ballet studio, but its dramatic threads are the personal experiences of the featured young ladies. We hear from their parents and former teachers but, most tellingly, from the girls themselves.

Some speak directly, almost confessionally into the camera. Others are observed. Roommates bond and try to reassure each other. They play games and call home. They down sundaes with unbridled relish. Although there are boys in the course, their social interactions with the girls appear minimal.

A more interesting film perhaps could have been made about boys in pursuit of a ballet career. Being a bunhead carries no particular social stigma. Boys must vault the prejudicial stereotype of men in tights. But the market for such a documentary would be minimal. TutuMuch is aimed at the majority audience of girls with dreams of Sugar Plum glory, and at the parents who must pay the price.
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