1
¥

A Sandra Bexic tells it, her gmndbmk-
ing choreography career is largely buill on

ome word

1 just said 'ves' 1o everything.” she says,
without a trace of regret.

1 starled working just as skating was
becoming so popular in Morth America Liv-
ing through that in the 80 and ‘90s, being
around when the phl.mu jusl mever :luppeﬂ
ringing, 1 learned on the job, and one job
would inform the next. | would take what 1
learned and apply it ... 1 love the process, [
lowe 1o figure things out.”

Far “johs” ranging from couniless pro-
grams for top skaters, to fAlm and TV
productions including Carmen on loe and
Battle of the Blades, o touring productions,
lee Theatre of Mew York honors Bexic with
its 2024 Choreography Award.

“fandra is one of the most intelligent,
prolific and successiul ice choreagraphers of
our time,” says [TNY fownder Moira North.
“We are so honared o bestow this award.”

The Toronto native's skaling journey
'he“:.n in the 1960s, when she and alder
brother Val formed a pair team. The young-
sters trained at the famed Cricket Club
alongside the theatrical and thrilling Toller
Cranston, sharing the six-time Canadian
men's uhampi.cm's caach, Elben Budka.

Burka, 2 tough taskmaster who empha-
sized  artistry  and  beauty along with
technigue, instilled the importance of select-
ing meaningful and personal music.

“We would go to her house and she would

show us the album and tell us aboul the
composer and what the history was,” Bezic
told Canadian Press when Burka died ar age
95 in 2016. "She made vou understand and
love the music before you started working
with it, rather than just plopping il on our
laps "

Elegant and musical, Sandra and Val won
fve Canadian pair titles (1970-1974) and
placed in the world's top ten four times.
Adter they retired from amatenr competi-
lon, they performed as professionals for
several years.

Bezic recalls Bomies and fuliel on [ee, a
1983 TV special darring Olympic champion
Darothy Hamill, 25 her Grst big choreogra-
phy gig.

“The director, Kobert Dicove, was a dance
director, and he asked me 1o ice his vision,”
she says. 1 was hired as an assistant, bul my
position grew a8 we worked. 1 learned 5o
much from Hob, and so muech about work-
ing for the camera. And that information
I learned, and that perspective 1 learned, [
then apph'uﬂ o my compelilive 'p-:upanu."

teowadays, when skaters and their coaches
awail marks in the kiss-and-cry, the skaters'
choreographers are often seated alongside
them. But prior to the 19805, many skaters
did not use choreographers, and il they did,
they were often fram the dance world. Cre-
ators of even the mosd memorable programs
were mastly unknown o the public

When Bezic began choreographing com-

petitive routines, starting with four-time
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Canadian pair champions Barbara Underhill
and Paul Martini, she was acknowledged as
an essential member of the team.

I had only just started working, and I got
a call from Louis Song, and he asked me if
1 would coach Barb and Paul with him,"” she
says “This is before skaters had choreog-
raphers; in the competitive world, coaches
did the churrugr.rp]u_.‘. It Wik 'pr_rful.'l for me,
because | was a pair skater and [ was Gmiliar
with that warld "

Bewic created the programs that helped
Underhill and Martini win the 1984 world
pair title. She wenl on o creale many
memorable programs for them during their
professional career, adhering o Stwong's
directive to “go big or go home”

“I Learned my crafl with them,” she says.
“Barb and Paul had all the technical ability
and all the tricks, but because they were so
physically mismatched (due to a foot differ-
ence in ]I.!J'E]Tl]. il was a project io figure out
what body lines looked good on them, and
bow they could relate to each other.”

The young choreographers phone con-
tinwed to ring. [n 1987, il was Linda Leaver,
coach of Brian Boitano, on the line. Boitano
had just been dethroned as world champion
by Canadian Brian Orser, and he would be
squaring off agains Orser again at the 1988
Olympics in Calgary, Alberta

That season, Boitano performed his free
skate tiva rather IBCOAET LS nuﬂﬂuy inelud-
ing "When the Saints Come Marching 1n”
“Summertime” and *Taithouse Rocde™ Bezic

BEZIC

LOVINGTHE

HEGA MIN 30 FTHLVIHL 321



recognized his underlying majesty and
hualhlzlung power.

“His material may have been sort of typi-
cal of what was expected - you know, when
judges and officials come in o asiess a deater
and say, "'Oh, you need 1o smile more,™ she
says. "He was trying (o listen to all those
pieces ol advice, and 1 felt it was making him
Jooke small. He was something different. His
technigue was an arl forem in dsell”

Bezic's programs, including Boilano's free
skate to music from the "Mapoleon and
Josephine” TV miniseries, helped lead him
to (Mympic gold by transorming him into
a compelling, larger-than-life Ggore on the
ice, a persona he would retain for the rest of
his long carser.

1 wias g0 drawn 1o kis ideilism, hig nnt;tu
mindedness, the purity of his desire 1o skate
the performance of his life al the moment it
counted mos,” Begic says "l wanted to give
him something as grand as he seemed, to
me, fobe”

The phone rang more and more. The
gual, always, was to hald a mirror up o a
akater and have them recognize their unigue
beauty and strength.

Far 1992 Olympic champion Kristi Yama-
guchi, Bezic's programs emphasized “her
quiet power — [ wanted to uncover that.”
Tara Lipinski, just 15 when she won Qlym-
pic gold in 1998, was given routines that
capitalized on ber youthiul exuberance: “She
wag g0 young and talented. And that was all
it was. [The programs) were honest.”

Faur-time world champion Kurt Brown-
ing ereated many af his famous professional
routines, including his iconic “Singin’ in
the Rain,” with Bewic: "There was a real
challenge in that because he can be such a

chameleon. ... [ wanted to live up to his wal-
enl. TV specials gave ud massive opporiunity
1o play and 1o iry different things ™

[ the 20005, as the 6.0 judging system Fave

way to the more regimented International
Judging System {[]5), Bexic increasingly piv-
oled away from competitive choreography
1o other projects.

"My style is o ped back o find the
eisence ol who I'm wurkjng wilh, instead
of adding an and on,” she says. “And the
rubes today are sort of, the more you move
around, and the more you do things, the
mose poinis you get.”

She served as a commentator for NBC
for four Olympics (2002, 2006, 2010 and
2014). As choreographer, director and co-
pmﬂuuur, she was an i.rtl.-q;l.ﬂ parl al the
“Stars an lee” tour's glory years, winning an
Emmy for a TV production of 01 in 2003,

Batile of the Blades, a reality campetilion
teaming figure skaters with hockey players
to perform pair programs, debuted on CBC
Televisson in 2009, It ran for four seasons
and was briefly revived in 2019,

“That was an sdea thal was hatched in my
kitchen,” Beric says of the show. "I wok
s I'imﬂuﬂi:nﬁ co-creator Kevin Albrecht)
three years to get it on the air. 1 think all
my experience in past productions was very
helpiul 1o make it happen, but of course, it's
the team, it's never me alone.™

[n 2023, she jumped headficst into a taly
guirky project, Canadian comic Carolyn
Taylor's I Have Nothing. The six-part docu-
menlary series, available on Bell Media's
streaming service Crave, fallows Taylor as
she Interacts with figure skating champions
and fuliills a childhood ambition o cho-
reagraph a pairs program o the Whilney
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Houston hit. Bezic acts as her mentor.

"I'm a p.rul]ul.',ur.. afd | make TV shows
and that's the workd I've been in far more
than competitive ﬂml.inu_ and d'mruuﬁra-
phy,” Bezic says. "I'm far more inclined to
do something like Carolyn Tavlor’s show
than o work with a competitor. [1's just
where my brain is right now."”

Hut then the phone rings, and exceptions
are made. Last May, Bemc traveled to Hack-
ensack, Mew Jersey to create a shorl program
for Lindsay Thomgren, an 18-year-old LS.
competitor and warld junior medalis

An introspective  performer, Thormgren
prefers 1o display emotion through subile
movements on the ice. Together, the two
discussed posable music chodces, much as
Bewic did with her coach moare than four
decades agn. Beric selected Michel Legrand's
"Windmills af Your Mind,” and 'Jhumﬁr\en
fownd Venws” rendition of the classic.

“I okl Limdsay, “There is nothing wrong
with being quiet,” Bezic says. "Chuiet can run
deep. | don't believe in trying to change deat-
ers. What ['ve always tried to do is to find a
clue to the wWay d:e]r are most comiorable
expressing themselves ”

I feel like the music highlights my skat-
ing qualities and reflects my own thoughts,”
Thorngren says. "By deing thal it helps
me reach out to the audience, and helps
the audience wnderstand more aboul my
program.”

The relationship continues. This spring,
Beric, along with David Wilion, crested
another program for Thorngren,

“There's always a way Lo create something
fresh,” Begic says. "The unknown excites me,
and 1 think that's why I've lasted so long and
had such a variety of experiences.”
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