
View%nder: Mara Galeazzi

Former dancer Johan Persson captures raw moments of intimacy at the Royal Ballet,
writes Ismene Brown
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The shock of being raped in Kenneth MacMillan's ferocious ballet The Judas Tree
ricochets through Mara Galeazzi's body. She's vomiting with the trauma, eyes wide with
terror as an indistinct male body leaps in a blur of testosterone-fuelled elation.

Capturing dance motion in a photograph is easy now, but capturing the decisive
moment of drama or grace that brings dance its power as a theatrical experience is
quite another matter. Even legendary stars of ballet are rarely photographed in a
manner that provides proof of their extraordinary powers of silent communication.

This photograph is one of the most striking images taken by former Royal Ballet
principal Johan Persson, while he was attempting to recover from an injury that forced
him to retire from dancing last year at the early age of 30.

He found solace in turning his lens on his colleagues during the 2002/03 season, and,
with his insider's freedom of access and the easy intimacy of knowing the dancers as
friends, Persson's best pictures have a raw, artless truth that is rarely found in the
perfect formality of much ballet photography.

His pictures from rehearsals oRer insights into the roles dancers would make
memorable on stage – the witchy, smiling Tamara Rojo as Carmen, Alina Cojocaru 's
junkie-eyed Marie Vetsera, the retroussé prettiness of Persson's wife, Jaimie Tapper.
Here are the oRguard backstage observations and soaring studio leaps that show art's
dedication to Vy beyond athletics and achieve grace and expressive eloquence.

And in among the friendly shots of young dancers yet to make their mark, a few
pictures snap the essence of a leading artist – Carlos Acosta 's intense nobility, Irek

Mukhamedov 's formidability, Edward Watson's otherworldliness, the natural elegance
of Darcey Bussell and Zenaida Yanowsky, and the almost anonymous oRstage reticence
of the extraordinary dance-actor Johan Kobborg.

More stories

Johan Persson's book, '161 Images', is published by Oberon Books at £21 and his

photographs will be on view at the National Theatre, London SE1 (020 7452 3400) from Dec

15 until Jan 24.
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