Kyiv premieres English ballet as Ukrainian opera distances itself from Russian repertoire
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One of the quintessential English ballets, Sir Frederick Ashton’s La Fille mal gardée, is set to make its debut at the National Opera of Ukraine in Kyiv, following an enduring cultural boycott of Russian repertoire. This production marks a significant shift in the Ukrainian ballet landscape as the country moves away from the works of composers like Tchaikovsky, Stravinsky, and Prokofiev, which have historically dominated its stages.
The ballet, acclaimed for its romantic comedy elements and vibrant choreography, will perform to a full house on Thursday. This milestone has been facilitated through the efforts of former Royal Ballet dancer Ivan Putrov and sculptor Antony Gormley, both of whom spearheaded fundraising efforts in London. Furthermore, the ballet’s owner, Jean-Pierre Gasquet, has graciously waived his fees, underscoring the collaborative spirit that has emerged amid the ongoing crisis in Ukraine.
The Ukrainian government's directive to cultural institutions—to eschew Russian artistic works—was prompted by concerns of cultural exploitation in the context of the ongoing conflict. Nobuhiro Terada, the artistic director of ballet at the National Opera, articulated the sensitivity surrounding this boycott. He reflected on a pivotal moment when dancers in Russian-occupied territories formed a pro-war symbol during a performance, leading to widespread condemnation from within Ukraine. In light of this, the Ukrainian minister of culture had declared a clear stance against Russian performances, labelling them unpalatable given the tragic context of the war.
Yet, not all are in agreement with the government's position. Daniil Silkin, who plays the character of Alain in La Fille mal gardée, expressed his misgivings regarding the boycott. Having served as a combat medic in the Ukrainian army, he views the works of Tchaikovsky and his contemporaries as integral to the global ballet canon. Silkin argued that these composers, representative of a different era, should not be associated with the current regime led by Vladimir Putin. Similarly, young dancer Andrianna Shabaeva expressed her yearning to perform traditional Russian classics once the war is over.
The boycott has not only prompted a reevaluation of performances but has also opened doors for new productions and collaborations within Ukraine's cultural sphere. Terada noted how the restrictions have led the opera house to seek international partnerships, resulting in notable performances such as 5 Tango's by Dutch choreographer Hans van Manen—a first for a venue that historically relied on a limited repertoire of works. As he reflected on this transition, Terada highlighted how wartime disruptions could be an opportunity to embrace broader artistic possibilities.
As the performance unfolds in Kyiv, the atmosphere remains imbued with the realities of war; indeed, the audience will have access to a coat room that doubles as a shelter during potential air raids. Putrov, noting the immense pressures faced by those involved in productions amidst military conscription, remarked on the resilience and dedication of his colleagues. The immediate context of war demands an added layer of fortitude, yet he remains optimistic about the role of ballet in bolstering spirits during these testing times. 
The journey to present La Fille mal gardée is more than just an artistic statement; it embodies a cultural shift in Ukraine that looks towards the future while honouring its extensive history and the artists who shaped it, all in defiance of an oppressive present.
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