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Ivan Vasiliev, the boy who can fly

Ismene Brown meets the brilliant young dancer from Minsk who's already
being hailed as the next Baryshnikov

¢ Video: Exclusive footage of Ivan Vasiliev dancing
¢ Five Russian men who changed ballet

A boy leaping is one of the sublimest images of art, sculpture, poetry, dance. Here is a
bomb of male beauty, a perfectly controlled explosion of utmost athleticism and utmost
finesse as Icarus leaves the earth and flies to the sun. In ballet, there is a special
lightning-strike of expectation when the man steps up to dance his solos, however
mystical the ballerina.

And men are Russia's thing. Soviet Russia, especially, produced the ballet boys who
rewrote the book - Vasiliev, Nureyev, Baryshnikov, Mukhamedov. There are many
impressive Jack-in-a-box virtuosos in ballet, many stately princes, but the rare special
ones have minds that fly as far as their bodies.

For a handsome, longer-legged man of lyrical grace to conquer balletomanes as a stylist
is not too hard, but this band of extraordinary brothers are united by being on the
short, stocky side. Limited in Russia's strict categorising by body-type, it's these shorter
men who tied together the threads of ballet - its supreme athleticism, its utmost
illusion-making, its demand for passionate individual expression - more unforgettably
than their willowy peers.

Such special artists come along only once in a generation. And for the Bolshoi, long
expected to produce superheroes, it's been almost 20 years since Irek Mukhamedov
departed for London, the last iconic Spartacus.

But now, here's Ivan. A schoolboy, still growing, who loves poetry and dogs, who
arrived in Moscow from faraway Minsk last autumn aged 17 without a shred of
aristocratic Bolshoi training, but who was catapulted instantly into the front ranks of
the Bolshoi Ballet's attractions, dancing men's roles like a man, causing crackles of
excitement among veteran watchers - a talent in a lifetime. He carries the heroic
surname of Vasiliev, though is no relation to Vladimir Vasiliev, the defining Bolshoi
superhero of the 1960s and '70s.

Tawny-skinned, handsome and quick-witted, Ivan Vasiliev is a babe magnet as well as
an exultantly talented young artist, a natural stage performer and yet with a serious
attitude to his profession way beyond usual 18-year-olds. He is attractive on so many
levels that it's not surprising he was the first cast for Don Quixote when the Bolshoi
Ballet toured America this spring, and will be again on their imminent London visit.
"Cool!" he says, unfazed.

Vasiliev's conversation is entertaining. He doesn't mind admitting the obstacles he has
to overcome: the Bolshoi, he grins, demands a far higher standard of him than Minsk
did, and then there's the tricky matter of his height. How tall is he? "Different heights.
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himself most mornings, he sighs, "because I have the complex of a small man! In the
Bolshoi they have many tall men, so they're always telling me I'm small." Does he punch
them? "No. I just do something that they could never do."

And one of those many things is to pirouette more prodigiously than any of them, to
jump higher and sweeter. What's his record for revolutions in a single pirouette? "Well,
my record is 21 in Minsk. But in performance the music will usually let me do only 10 or
1."

It's phenomenal.

He dances a little something for me, rippling through the air in flashing leaps that
hardly touch the ground, decorated with spins like eddies of wind. At the high point of
the leap he floats for a nanosecond, exhilarated, poised, happy, a boy with wings.

His coach Yuri Vladimirov (one of the Bolshoi greats) tells me that he considers
Vasiliev's athleticism amazing, but he worries about his rough provincial training. But
"he has the divine gift and also a great wish to work. I have to hold him back a little bit,
because it's not only how high you can jump, it's how you jump. Hands and shoulders
should be open in a particular way, and I'm trying to work on his feet. We must give
him height by how he holds his arms over his head - you really have to try to make him
seem longer. Small things, tiny things, but from those small things we will eventually
have the whole dancer. I think he will become a wonderful dancer."

In person Vasiliev seems so blithe and boyishly charming that it's almost a shock to see
his serious side: when he says that if he feels low he goes to the studio to work alone on
his dancing, or that at home with his mother he loves reading poetry, and he suddenly
reels off a long Sergei Esenin poem by heart. But Vasiliev was unusual even before he
began winning competitions at the age of 11.

Competitions have been his unorthodox route to the top. They are a perilous way to go,
often encouraging ugly flash and brawn, a scrappy street culture far below the stylistic
immersion of the aristocratic ballet schools in Moscow and St Petersburg. Living in
Dnepropetrovsk in Ukraine, a city known for missile production and heavy industry,
Vasiliev was enjoying an energetic mix of folk and contemporary dance classes when a
visiting performance of Don Quixote lit a new fire.

His mother took him and his brother off to ballet school in Belarus's capital, Minsk,
where aged only nine he first attempted the rampant male solos of Don Quixote.

"Well, it was a bit simplified, without the double sauts de basque..."
But this is not normal for nine-year-olds, even so, surely?
"Mmm, for me it was normal."

He fought his way out of Minsk with a string of competition wins. Conscious of his lack
of pedigree schooling, he studied video of Baryshnikov to try to polish himself up. "I
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simply demands to happen, and it couldn't be any other way."

The Bolshoi scouts snapped on the alert when the provincial 16-year-old, with his
magnetic onstage bravura and evidently proud artistic aspirations, won junior gold in
the 2005 quadrennial Moscow competition (the most selective of all). After his
blistering wins last year at Perm and Varna's international competitions, the Bolshoi
and the Mariinsky (formerly Kirov) both offered him a job.

It's evident why the Bolshoi had to have Vasiliev. First, there was the lipsmacking

partnership between him and the equally explosive rising ballerina Natalia Osipova,
three years older - almost instantly establishing itself as Russia's most exciting young
ballet pair for years, and which Londoners can relish in Don Quixote next month.

Yet Vasiliev has something else of unique Bolshoi symbolism - he has the makings of
the dazzling male figurehead, the natural Spartacus that Moscow has been short of for
two decades. The baby of the company is not remotely intimidated by this.

"Of course I want it!" He has already started learning the Spartacus role.

Isn't he scared? "For some reason when I'm dancing I can't be nervous. Sometimes
before the show you get that scary feeling when your stomach is churning, but I'm just
in such a hurry to get on stage and dance. Of course I will try to match those great
Bolshoi dancers of the past. I know people always make comparisons, but it's much
better to regret what you did than regret what you didn't."

e Ivan Vasiliev dances in the Bolshoi Ballet season, London Coliseum, July 30-Aug 18.
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