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It’s ironic that our annual celebration of the
Thanksgiving holiday was started by a man of sor-
rows.

Born poor, lacking formal education, and suffering
through the death of his mother at a tender age, no one
expected much from Abraham Lincoln. He suffered
from depression his entire life. 

His appearance didn’t help either. Lincoln was un-
usually tall, thin and gawky. In addition to being “just
plain ugly,” his voice was high-pitched and often

sounded whiny. 
Lincoln failed at business, struggled to pay bills and

suffered the death of his one true love; he also had a
mental breakdown and a long convalescence.

Lincoln’s wife battled her own mental health issues,
and her instability weighed him down too. Yet Lincoln
rose above these obstacles to become one of the pre-
eminent trial lawyers of his day.

Lincoln was not a political superstar. Prior to 1860,
he lost eight political elections and was never elected
to a statewide office. When he was elected president, 11
southern states rebelled, and the civil war followed.
Everyone grossly underestimated the man and his
strength of character, and probably for good reason.

Thanksgiving legacy comes from a most unlikely source
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Post-turkey coma, Pas De Vie Ballet
wants to entice Tallahassee’s sweet
tooth with their production of “The Nut-
cracker” this Thanksgiving weekend.
Over their 30-year tenure, ballet school
director Natalia Botha says the iconic
holiday-season story ballet grew slowly
from excerpting a single act into creat-
ing the full two-act performance. 

“We did our first performance in the

Monticello Opera House,” says Botha,
who will oversee the Nov. 29 and Dec. 1
performances this year in Lee Hall Audi-
torium. “We try to have something new
or different each year. It is fun for us, the
dancers and the audience if they notice
it.” 

Botha and her husband, ballet com-
pany director Charles Hagan, like to
keep everyone on their toes with the
choreographic changes that take place
from year to year. One year they had six
silly mice skitter around main character

Clara en pointe instead of 12 tiny mice.
Other times, various dolls and toys have
been added to the opening act’s party
scene. 

As a choreographer, Botha says
movement ideas are music-driven. She
often listens to WFSU’s classical music
radio station, WFSQ, in addition to pe-
rusing her personal music collection
that spans forty years and a multitude
of genres. As long as she has a tune in 

Pas de Vie prances out a post-turkey plum
Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts

See BALLET, Page 4C

Pas de Vie is presenting “The
Nutcracker” on Nov. 29 and Dec. 1. SEAN
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The civil war raged from April 12, 1861
through May 9, 1865. The Union had su-
perior resources and the moral high
ground, but Lincoln lacked an effective
military leader to take the fight to the
south. That changed on March 9, 1864,
when he appointed Ulysses Grant as
commander of the Union Army. 

Consider this sobering statistic:
many more Americans died or were
wounded fighting the civil war than in
any other American conflict. Lincoln
tracked the cost in blood and wrote
many letters of condolence to grieving
parents, wives and children. 

I’ve included two photographs of
President Lincoln to demonstrate the
impact that the stress of the war had on
him.

The first picture was taken in 1861, af-
ter he had been elected president. The
second picture was taken in 1865, after

he had won a bitterly contested re-elec-
tion campaign, and shortly before he
was assassinated. During the interven-

ing four years, Lincoln suffered through
the deaths of over 600,000 soldiers and
his beloved 11-year-old son, Willie. He

literally aged decades in the span of 48
months. 

Lesser men would have soured on life
and become pessimists. Instead, he
purposefully chose to be an optimist,
despite all the pain and uncertainties he
faced.

On Oct. 3, 1863, Lincoln issued a
presidential proclamation which estab-
lished our nation’s annual celebration of
the Thanksgiving holiday. 

If Lincoln could be thankful in the
midst of his troubles, so can we. If he
could hold everything together for the
equality of mankind and for good of our
nation, so can we. This Thanksgiving
let’s count our many blessings, pray for
one another and heed President Lin-
coln’s warning that “a house divided
against itself cannot stand” (Mark
3:25). 

J. Layne Smith is a Leon County
Judge who speaks and writes about civ-
ics, law, and the administration of jus-
tice. Email your questions to askjudges-
mith@gmail.com. 

Lincoln
Continued from Page 1C

President Abraham Lincoln, 1861.
LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

President Abraham Lincoln, circa 1865.
ALEXANDER GARDNER

mind, she can create anywhere. 
“I choreographed a whole ballet in

the driveway one year,” laughs Botha. “It
was fun.” 

Ballet runs deep in Botha’s genetic
code. Her mother, Gwynne Ashton, was
a ballerina who became the ballet mis-
tress of Canada’s Royal Winnipeg Ballet.
Botha began her training at the Royal
Winnipeg Ballet School and won a full
scholarship to the Joffrey Ballet School
in New York by age eleven. She con-
tinued to study at the National Academy
of Arts in Illinois and was a member of
the National Ballet of Illinois before
joining the Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre in
1976. 

Botha feels lucky to have worked
with both up and coming choreogra-
phers and iconic members of the Ballet
Russe de Monte Carlo — a dance compa-
ny that produced some of the most in-
fluential ballet dancers of the 20th cen-
tury. 

“Both my husband and I had the op-
portunity to work with these people that
were part of a golden era,” says Botha.
“We were fortunate enough to learn
from them, watch them and listen to

their stories. We’re trying to pass along
to our students all of the influence we
received.” 

During her professional career, Botha
danced classical, neo-classical and con-
temporary ballet roles. Some of her fa-
vorites included a lead in “Rodeo,” cho-
reographed by Agnes de Mille and work-
ing with notable ballet choreographer
Bronislava Nijinska for an original 1923
Ballet Russe work, “Les Noces.” Botha
also got the chance to work with famous
Israeli choreographer Ohad Naharin,
when he set “Tabula Rasa” on the Pitts-
burgh Ballet Theatre. 

Botha would go through a tremen-
dous amount of rehearsing to prepare
for the stage. First she would work at a
slower tempo to find the correct move-
ment sequencing before upping her
pace. When it came to switching be-
tween more classical shapes and more
contemporary balletic movement, Bo-
tha would allow each style to touch her
differently so she could more fully ex-
plore it emotionally. 

“Once you have the groundwork of
your technique, what you are doing be-
comes muscle memory,” says Botha.
“Then you let the emotions flow into it
and the picture becomes a full painting.” 

Pas De Vie teaches many ballet styles
given Botha and Hagan’s backgrounds
and studies. This includes the Royal

Ballet training that favors athletic,
speedy dancers, the Italian Cecchetti
method devised to increase strength
and elasticity, the Russian Vaganova
method that focuses on whole body ex-
pressivity and the Danish Bournonville
method that asks dancers to perform
with grace and drama. 

Botha is appreciative for the Talla-
hassee community’s continued support
of the school and company since their
inception. The company has worked
with the same stage manager and pia-
nist for many years and considers ev-
eryone on the team to be “part of the
family.” They’re excited to have worked
with the Tallahassee Symphony Or-
chestra as well, and providing live mu-
sic for story ballets like “Peter and the
Wolf.” 

In addition to new costuming by
Claire Walker for the snow scene, Botha
is looking forward to having 21 male per-
formers in this year’s “Nutcracker.” She
considers the corps de ballet, or mem-
bers of the company that dance as a
group, to be the backbone of every pro-
duction and feels the most rewarding
part is seeing that group come together
harmoniously.

Watching her students grow from
one role to the next is yet another treat
as she witnesses them mature into roles
like the Sugar Plum Fairy. The work that

goes on behind the scenes however, es-
pecially in rehearsals, is Botha’s favorite
part of the process. 

“When you work with other people
and you are sharing yourselves together,
their souls are right there in the room
exposed just as much as yours,” says Bo-
tha. “That is a very personal and special
part of the process. You almost don’t
want to open the curtain. You want that
to go on forever.” 

Amanda Sieradzki is the feature
writer for the Council on Culture & Arts.
COCA is the capital area’s umbrella
agency for arts and culture (www.talla-
hasseearts.org).

Ballet
Continued from Page 1C

If you go
What: The Nutcracker 

When: 2:30 p.m. (children’s perfor-
mance) and 8 p.m. Friday, Nov. 29 &
2:30 p.m. Sunday, Dec. 1 

Where: Lee Hall Auditorium, 1601 S
Martin Luther King Jr Blvd 

Cost: $20 adults, $15 students/chil-
dren/seniors 

Contact: For more information, call
850-290-2247 or visit http://www.pas-
devieballet.com/. 
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