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Yuri Fateev: keeper of the Kirov flame
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The eyes of the world of dance are on the great St Petersburg company and its
new ballet director, Yuri Fateev. He talks to Ismene Brown

A beautiful dark young woman of lissome build is dancing in the studio at the Kirov in
St Petersburg, practising over and over passages of Giselle. Although Diana Vishneva is
a world-famous ballerina and she has danced this role dozens of times since she was a
teenager, every day she must go on trying to perfect every nuance of shape, timing and
expressiveness in each and every step.

This ceaseless, inquiring repetition of an exquisite tradition is what the Kirov Ballet
stands for, and it puts this company above all under scrutiny when it looks ahead for
new things to dance. Because of that, the change of directorship this year took on
immense significance.

On the one hand, all other companies worldwide refer to the Kirov as they define and
refine the classical ballet style. On the other, it can't just be a museum, and while its
Moscow counterpart the Bolshoi has been reinventing itself dynamically under Alexei
Ratmansky - and taking over from the Kirov as London's most regularly visiting Russian
company - in St Petersburg things have looked uncertain.

For more than a decade, the Mariinsky Theatre's omnipotent music and general
director Valery Gergiev has been voicing his dissatisfaction with his ballet director,
Makhar Vaziev, but when he finally realised that he could not get the Bolshoi's
Ratmansky in as artistic director, he decided on a different approach.

Rather than pick one of his Mariinsky stars such as Uliana Lopatkina and Igor Zelensky,
both with directorial ambitions, Gergiev made a choice that left him - controversially -
still directing the ballet's artistic policy, but brought these valued stars strongly into a
future equation.

By appointing the discreet and highly effective balletmaster Yuri Fateev as "ballet
director", Gergiev has a man who is a friend and collaborator with Lopatkina and
Zelensky, and a man of little personal ego. He is also - which is more significant for the
time being - an ace in ensuring that the great ballets of that 20th-century genius George
Balanchine can be brought in large numbers to the theatre where he trained and whose
Imperial classical style was his creative material through his long American career.
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Fateev is much trusted by the Balanchine guardians, and it would be a fabulous
aesthetic justice if the two greatest choreographers of the 19th and 20th centuries,
Petipa and Balanchine, were reunited at their home theatre.

Now 44, Fateev is the perfect insider. He was born, bred and trained in Leningrad, and
spent his career in the Kirov acclaimed for his acrobatic flourish in jester roles.
However, he was also, behind the scenes, a clever and clear thinker, brought by
Gergiev on to a dancers' advisory council in the mid-Nineties when the artistic
directorship of Oleg Vinogradov was collapsing in financial scandals, poor morale and
mass dancer exits.

"Yes, Mr Gergiev gives me the path, but he has many interesting ideas," Fateev stated
firmly when we met a fortnight ago for his first British interview. The company's
Sadler's Wells visit this week displays Gergiev and Fateev's common interest in new
repertoire, in Balanchine, Forsythe and Ratmansky.

"I and the dancers are moving in the same direction," he says. Russia "is an open
country now, and it's very important to keep the traditional style, but also to move
forward and learn many good things from the West."

Fighting talk, considering how Ratmansky's Western aesthetic and anti-politics outlook
turned out to be weapons for his enemies in the old Soviet guard.

St Petersburg, though, is Russia's historical Western capital, Fateev says happily. "The
Bolshoi is like a huge ship that goes one Soviet way for many decades, and Ratmansky
tried to steer this ship a little towards Europe. But for the Kirov it's much easier. We
don't have so much pressure for 'Soviet' ballets - well, we do have them, but through
Soviet times people tried above all to keep the St Petersburg tradition right."

It was his predecessor Vaziev who put Fateev in sole charge of coaching Balanchine,
realising that the older coaches who did not understand his special demands had to be
fended off. That's going well, with the co-operation of great stars such as Igor Zelensky,
a major Balanchine interpreter, who is dancing Apollo on Wednesday under Gergiev's
baton - a fabulous prospect.

But to Fateev will fall something specialised and trickier, outside Gergiev's area, which
is the task of maintaining the template of pure classicism, of producing the best Swan
Lake, the best Bayadeére.

Fateev is not, to my deep regret, a fan of the reconstructions of 19th-century period
performance. "Their time has gone," he says firmly. "But St Petersburg is where we will
always hold to the academic style, the organic harmony of the body, legs, arms, head,
eyes. In our school, from the first baby steps, the teachers ask from the kids the
complete academic approach, the head and the eyes moving with the hands, the perfect
positions, the plastique.”

But, I say, what about the fact that the Kirov keeps throwing up dancers of extreme
flexibility who distort classical line - 20 years ago it was Yulia Makhalina, then Svetlana
Zakharova, and now Alina Somova is the latest hyper-bendy Kirov ballerina dismaying



purists.

Fateev is at ease with such variations. His approach appears to be accommodating but
not lax, given that he wants (supported strongly by Gergiev) to lure the iconic Kirov
classicist Irina Kolpakova back as coach from America to re-establish shapes and lines.
For well over a century, St Petersburg has regularly produced physically amazing
dancers, the ones who redefine the "look", from Anna Pavlova and Olga Spessivtseva
on, and Fateev adores Zakharova.

If dancers can do it, they should, he thinks - as long as it fits "the artist's vision and the
choreographer's vision". So when Christopher Wheeldon comes to watch the company
next month and to talk about creating something, when Alexei Ratmansky comes over
next spring to create an ambitious full-length ballet, The Little Hump-backed Horse,
and if eventually Wayne McGregor gets his return invitation for the work that he was
supposed to make in 2000, Fateev aims to show that the Mariinsky contains dancers of
the highest cosmopolitan skills and classical beauty anywhere in the world.

"I have the big privilege that Mr Gergiev put into my hands a company of nearly 200
dancers and a special tradition," he says. "I'm a little bit scared sometimes, because this

is a huge duty. I will try to work hard on it, and not make mistakes so that I won't break
anything, but I can help this company grow."

¢ Kirov Ballet, Sadler's Wells, London EC1, today-Thurs. Tickets: 0844 412 4300
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