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Bolshoi Ballet: '"Molotov cocktail' springs surprise changes

By Ismene Brown
04 March 2008 - 12:01am
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Ismene Brown reports

In a move that has sent shock waves around the ballet world, the Bolshoi Ballet has
brought its 81-year-old, former Soviet-era boss Yuri Grigorovich back into a new, three-
pronged directorship.

From January 2009, the ballet academic Yuri Burlaka, 39, becomes the artistic director,
holding the ring between two former directors - the departing Alexei Ratmansky, also
39, who will be in charge of new productions and creativity, and Grigorovich, who will
guard his own ballets inside the repertoire and have further control over castings.

The arrangement, announced yesterday, was described by a despairing insider as "a
Molotov cocktail" that would guarantee artistic anarchy and spell doom to the Bolshoi's
recent sparkling revival under Ratmansky's directorship, after long decline under and
following Grigorovich's 30-year rule.

Ratmansky recently announced he would quit the Bolshoi directorship in December, in
order to concentrate on choreography, for which he is in global demand. His four-year
directorship became a painful war between his supporters, hailing a new post-Soviet
glory era for the company, and those of Grigorovich, who believed that Ratmansky's
developments were ruining the "real" Bolshoi and making it too "Western".

Among Ratmansky's critics are the Bolshoi's most prized stars - prima ballerina Svetlana
Zakharova, who has just become an MP and carries weight in the Culture Ministry, and
the male principal Nikolai Tsiskaridze.

Ratmansky was installed in January 2004 to handle the unpredictable period while the
Bolshoi's main theatre underwent a mammoth redevelopment, by some estimates
costing half a billion pounds. It is due to reopen in November 2009.

Meanwhile, the company performed in a smaller theatre alongside, allowing a fresh
approach to repertoire that embraced ballets from America, Britain and France. The
reluctance of established dancers to cooperate with Ratmansky's innovations allowed
the emergence of brilliant youngsters such as Natalia Osipova and Ivan Vasiliev, the
teenage sensations of the recent London and Paris tours.
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The Moscow troupe dominates nominations for this year's Golden Masks (Russia's top
ballet award), hailed for its performances of works by Royal Ballet graduate
Christopher Wheeldon and the leading American contemporary choreographer Twyla
Tharp.

Ratmansky mollified the old guard with a dynamic remounting of Grigorovich's
Spartacus last year, starring, provocatively but magnificently, the Royal Ballet's Cuban
star Carlos Acosta, and this summer he will restore another Bolshoi Soviet-era flagship
The Flames of Paris.

However, Grigorovich's lobby were able to seize the initiative last month when
Ratmansky turned down New York City Ballet's offer to be their resident
choreographer, preferring to be freelance, and then had bad US reviews for a creation
for the prima ballerina Diana Vishneva.

This was portrayed as a double blow to his authority, and on Friday it emerged that
Bolshoi general director Anatoly Iksanov proposed to appoint Grigorovich to protect
his own productions in the theatre, many of which are seen by progressive voices as
demanding replacement.

It was a fait accompli that Burlaka, the nominal new boss, was forced to accept. As
current director of a minor regional company, he has few Bolshoi inside connections,
and will carry no weight in any rows with Grigorovich, who will today be discussing his
job description with Iksanov, without Burlaka's involvement.

Meanwhile at St Petersburg's Maryinsky Ballet, formerly the Kirov, it emerges that
Makhar Vaziev, who has long suffered the disdain of the Maryinsky's celebrated
director Valery Gergiev, will quit as ballet chief next year. The battle for his chair is
likely to be similarly pitiless.
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