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POLUNIN IS 
THE SHAMAN RASPUTIN 
IN THE BLACK AND 
WHITE DRAMA OF 
THE ROMANOVS
LONDON “So long as I live the Imperial family will also live; when I 
die they also will perish”. Grigori Rasputin’s terrible prophecy about 
the Romanovs - which came true, as the history books attest – seals 
the success of the triumphant new show produced and performed 
Sergei Polunin. He presented his Rasputin to a packed Palladium 
Theatre in a European premiere at the start of June. Choreography 
and dramaturgy were entrusted to Yuka Oishi (former soloist with 
Neumeier in Hamburg and creator of the recent Sacré) who proved 
to possess a more solid ability to conceive a linear plot and transform 
the original idea into movement than in the past. In a show that lasts 
little more than an hour and stars just five (sensational) dancers, Oishi 
manages to recount the salient aspects of the adventure that the 
“mad monk”, as his detractors called him, had at the court of Nicholas 
II. From the unconditional trust that Tsarina Aleksandra places in the 
miracle-worker after little Alexei’s recovery from haemophilia, to Prince 
Felix Yusupov’s plot to get rid of him – and with whom an ambiguous 
relationship is alluded to –, up to his perilous and legendary death 
which, indeed, coincides with the fall of the Empire. Supporting Oishi in 
this dance/drama with hints of melodrama is the profound soundtrack 
provided by young artist Kirill Richter, star of Russian minimalist music, 
which wavers in the same way as the events told, suspended and rich 
in its orchestration. While the music is a pleasure to the ears, the eyes 
have the beauty of the impressive scenery and sumptuous costumes 
as well as the elegant lighting design (by Konstantin Binkin) to feast on. 
The set created by Otto Bubenicek is a black and white chessboard 
with pawns of Tsarevich height – red on the back, the side shown to 
serve as a dramatic climax – symbol of intrigue, games, manipulation 
and opposing factions but also of the human soul. Is Rasputin a saviour 
or a cunning manipulator? Is he black or white? Judgement remains 
suspended. Certainly his resistance to death appears to be a sign of 
his destiny, immortalising him among the good prophesiers. The 
aristocratic and sumptuous costumes designed by Ulyana Sergeenko, 
Russian couturier who has reached the Olympus of high fashion, are 
also varying combinations of black and white – including precious 
velvets and brilliant white caftans – with the only touch of red (scarf 
and stilettoes) reserved for the traitor Yosupov and blush pink for the 
tsarina’s dress in her joyful moments.
Then we come to the performers, exceptional conveyors of the 
drama. Polunin (Rasputin) and Johan Kobborg (Yusupov), antagonists 
on stage, are literally transformed. Polunin is possessed, his face 
transfigured in the scene of the repeated assassinations, and in a 
constant change throughout the performance. The final solo is 
memorable, as is the duet with Kobborg, which acts as a prelude to the 
latter’s revenge. For his part, Kobborg offers meticulous detail, vibrating 
in the smallest movements in a show of his inner rage and desire 
for revenge. Little Alexei (fifteen-year-old Serbian Djordje Kalenic) 
makes his mark, ably transforming from sickly heir to hyper-protected 
successor and carefree child oblivious of his imminent misfortune. 
Tsar Nicholas II is played by a stern and intense Alexey Lyubimov – 
Principal of the Stanislavsky and Neuemeier’s preferred performer 
for productions staged with the Muscovite company – while Tsarina 
Aleksandra is played by Olympic ice dancing champion Elena Ilinykh, 
perfectly at ease on stage without her skates, who is convincing within 
the limits of her different technical preparation. Rasputin has a plot, 
suspense, emotion and beautiful dance. The audience comes away 
bewitched. We’ll look forward to seeing it in Italy next spring. 
Maria Luisa Buzzi

Two scenes from “Rasputin” by Yuka 
Oishi. Above, Sergei Polunin and Elena 
Ilinykh, as Tsarina Aleksandra. 
Below, the title’s five stars, from left:
Polunin, Kalenic, Ilinykh, Lyubimov, 
Kobborg (© Luca Vantusso)

t h e  d a n c e  s c e n e

DANCE SALAD FESTIVAL 
DELICIOUS MIX
HOUSTON Every Easter weekend Dance Salad Festival returns 
to Houston bringing a piquant mix of freshly picked dance 
bites from across Europe. Lovingly curated by director Nancy 
Henderek, DSF2019 ranged from solos to full company works. 
Top of the bill were works by two of the most creative minds 
currently working in dance: Alexander Ekman and Marcos Morau.
Ekman’s world is a phantasmagoria of the mundane and 
the magical, the childhood past and high-tech future. COW 
premiered at Dresden Semperoper covers it all, with the 
essence extracted in a video of Christian Bauch’s melancholic 
reimagining of himself as ‘cow’.  Bauch’s Cow meets Courtney 
Richardson’s Elk and as the video fades, her fine-tuned athletic 
form leaps onto the stage complete with antlers. Ekman’s 
ingenuity never ceases to amaze.
Moreau’s Carmen, similarly byzantine and hugely controversial, 
tracks the heady myth of Carmen, while parodying celebrity and 
paparazzi adulation. Carmen reinvents herself from femme fatale 
lurking behind the beaded fringe of a huge cartwheel hat, next 
as a manipulated doll-like creature in voluminous red skirt, and 
then a deliciously flirty blonde suffused with frills and fan. There 
is some sharp choreography to Shchedrin’s percussive score 
and brilliant, witty characterisations from the talented dancers of 
Danish Royal Ballet including Sebastian Kloborg.
Kloberg also partnered Maria Kochetkova in Benjamin 
Millepied’s Closer. Amazingly, in a crowded programme, this 

understated duet stood apart, transporting us to an intimate 
world of deep emotion. Unravel, by noteworthy newcomer 
Kristian Lever, also featured Royal Danish dancers. Lever’s 
language is dense and distinctive, interpreting a restless 
relationship that never quite resolves.
Italy was represented by Mauro Astolfi’s Spellbound 
Contemporary Ballet Company of superb quality dancers. Full 
Moon, was as deep and mysterious as the subject, itself, bristling 
with allusions and references built on his layered choreography 
that takes ballet to another level. Maggie Foyer

Sebastian Kloborg, 
Kizzy Matiakis and 
Tobias Praetorius 

in Marcos Morau's 
"Carmen". Kloborg and 

Maria Kochetkova in 
Millepied's "Closer" 

(© A. Sarkar)


