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Fe a t u r e s

Dancers from
BodyTraffic - Los
Angeles
Contemporary Dance
Company perform
during a dress
rehearsal of the 
ballet “Green Bride”
in the Stanislavsky
and Nemirovich-
Danchenko music
theater in Moscow. 
— AP photos  

Young dancers 
perform the ballet
“Trails” by 
choreographers 
Pavel Glukhov from
Moscow and
Konstantin
Chistyakov from St
Petersburg.

It’s an uphill battle trying to promote contemporary dance
in a country which prides itself on keeping its trademark
ballets intact for a century. But acclaimed dancer Diana

Vishneva is no stranger to taking risks. Throughout her
career on both sides of the Atlantic, Vishneva, a principal
dancer at the Mariinsky Theater in St Petersburg, did not
just bask in the accolades for her immaculate performances
of Russian ballet classics like Swan Lake or The Sleeping
Beauty but also ventured into contemporary dance projects
with seemingly little commercial appeal.

Her own efforts, origi-
nally with another Russian,
Alexei Ratmansky, led her
to collaborate with the
best and brightest of con-
temporary dance including
the venerated American
choreographer John
Neimeier, who created
several productions just
for Vishneva. This month,
the ballerina, who was a
principal dancer at
American Ballet Theater
from 2005 until June when
she retired from the company, brought to Russia her brain-
child, the fifth festival of contemporary dance, titled
“Context. Diana Vishneva.” The festival, which originally
started as three days of performances starring Vishneva, has
evolved into a week of shows, workshops and meet-the-
artists sessions in Moscow and St Petersburg. The compa-
nies that performed in Russia’s two major cities are rarely

seen in one place: from the cutting-edge Los Angeles-based
BodyTraffic to the acclaimed Dutch National Ballet.

Weight of tradition 
The festival opened with a show by several up-and-com-

ing Russian choreographers. In one of them, a female dancer
dressed in jeans was jogging on stage for several minutes
while her partner was writhing on the floor as if struggling
to get to his feet. In Russia, where the Bolshoi and other
powerhouses of music and dance pride themselves on keep-

ing the ballet classics
unchanged for a century,
that might seem like a hard
sell. But not for Vishneva,
who takes pride in the fact
that some of the young
choreographers whose
work was featured at the
festival went on to build
international careers.

“With every year,
there’s more interest in
contemporary dance (in
Russia), and I can feel it’s
true both for professionals

and the audience,” Vishneva told The Associated Press.
Paradoxically, smaller theaters in the Russian provinces are
often more receptive to modern dance. “In a way it’s easier
because that weight of tradition, history and classical her-
itage that major theaters like the Bolshoi and the Mariinsky
have.. the regions are much more flexible now,” Vishneva
said. “They don’t have such rigid boundaries.”

The year 2017 has not been easy for contemporary art in
Russia. Ultra-conservative activists threatened violence in
response to the release of a movie about the last Russian
czar’s love affair; the premiere of the ballet “Nureyev”
directed by the prominent director Kirill Serebrennikov was
postponed at the last moment, reportedly because of its
depiction of the protagonist’s homosexuality, and several
months later Serebrennikov found himself in the dock on
fraud charges he vehemently denies.

The criminal case against arguably Russia’s most prominent
theater and film director shocked Russia’s creative circles and
sparked fears of the return of a Soviet-style censorship.

“Nureyev” is due to premiere next month while Serebrennikov
remains under house arrest. Serebrennikov’s Gogol Center,
famous for its productions that mock officialdom and conser-
vatism, offered its stage to some of the events of Vishneva’s
festival. Vishneva said she is “concerned and sad” about the
case against Serebrennikov but waits to hear about further
developments. Vishneva’s festival enjoyed the support of the
Russian Culture ministry, a patronage that helped ward off
activists who have ransacked art exhibitions or disrupted plays
in Moscow in the past. “You can find faults in classical art too,”
she said. “It’s all because of people who are always on the
look-out. for ways to publicize themselves.” — AP 

Russian dancer challenges 
centuries of ballet tradition

Young dancers perform 
the ballet “What Am I” by 
choreographer Yulia
Korobeinikova from
Krasnoyarsk during an
evening for young 
choreographers at the
Context, Diana 
Vishneva festival.

2017 has not 
been easy for 

contemporary art 

More than 2,000 students got into the hottest show
in Chicago for free - “Hamilton: An American
Musical “ - as part of their acceptance to

Northwestern University. It’s one of the ways colleges and
high schools are using the hugely popular musical to teach
students about history, art, drama, culture, and even politics.
There’s even a high school program coordinated through the
show that has allowed nearly 49,000 students in four cities
to see the show for free or reduced admission.

“It’s one thing to learn about these kind of events in a
classroom but to go and see this in a production it’s differ-
ent, and it’s just amazing,” said Northwestern freshman Alex
Richards after seeing the smash hit musical. First-year
Northwestern students went to two matinees at CIBC
Theatre in October on 48 buses as part of the One Book
One Northwestern program, which includes a series of dis-
cussions, speakers and other events around the theme of a
book. This year it was Danielle Allen’s “Our Declaration: A
Reading of the Declaration of Independence in Defense of
Equality.”

Nancy Cunniff, director for One Book One Northwestern,
says the program gives students a common discussion point
when they get to campus as well as a different perspective
on a subject. “Our approach has been to find different
access points,” Cunniff said. “So maybe history is not your
thing but you like musicals and then you go and see this
musical and then maybe history isn’t so bad.”

Interesting way to teach
The university also started a class last year called

“Hamilton’s America,” a lecture course cross-listed in history
and Latino studies. Last year they taught 135 students and
this year they plan to raise the cap to 180, expecting interest
to increase after the One Book program, said Geraldo
Cadava, an associate professor who helps lead the class.

Milwaukee’s Marquette University is offering an honors,
pass-fail course this semester for freshman called “Lin-
Manuel Miranda’s Hamilton,” after the musical’s creator. And
it’s overfilled by almost double at 14 people. Assistant
English Professor Gerry Canavan uses the soundtrack,
videos and lyrics as well as the Ron Chernow biography of
Alexander Hamilton, which Miranda used as inspiration for
the play. “To me it’s a really interesting way to teach the
skills of criticism and interpretation and careful reading

because you are looking at something that you haven’t nec-
essarily been trained how to read in the same way you’ve
been trained to read great literature,” Canavan said.

Ithaca College, Duke University and the University of
Wisconsin-Madison are among the other schools that have
credit or noncredit courses or touch on the show in other
music or history classes. Educators are also targeting high
school students. There’s a program coordinated through the
show and donors that uses donations to allow mostly 10th
and 11th graders to see “Hamilton” for free or reduced
admission. Some students also write dramatic scenes, poems
or songs drawing on the founding era time period to present
on stage before a performance.

Since 2015, nearly 49,000 students have gone in New
York, San Francisco, Los Angeles and Chicago. It has started
to expand to San Diego, Tempe, Ariz., Seattle, Denver, St.
Louis, Salt Lake City, Houston and Washington DC and the
idea is to send at least 100,000 students to the show by
next summer. “Our goal is to ensure that students have a
shot to see ‘Hamilton’ and use its words, music and staging
to further their understanding and enjoyment of American
History, music and drama,” ‘’Hamilton” producer Jeffrey
Seller said about the program in a press release. — AP 

Colleges, high schools  use 
‘Hamilton’ to enhance teaching

Alex Richards takes a
photo of Meera Ganesh

outside the CIBC
Theatre after watching

“Hamilton: An American
Musical” in Chicago.

Mauricio Gonzalez posing for a photo at THE CIBC Theatre in
Chicago while attending the performance “Hamilton: An
American Musical” in downtown Chicago. — AP photos  

Can you love an animal to
death? A new book by
British photographer Tim

Flach documents some of Earth’s
most treasured species pushed to
the brink of extinction by manmade
crises, from pangolins hunted for
their scales to Brazil’s pied tamarin
threatened by urbanisation.

“Most of the changes in the past
have been driven by natural forces,
but on this occasion, it seems to be
driven by us,” Flach told AFP on a
visit to Washington. “My real ques-
tion is: ‘Why am I here doing it?
Why am I here taking a picture of
the last male white rhino?’ It’s the
question of how we got to that
point, rather than simply one of
wonderment.”

Coral, insects and even some
ecosystems are included alongside
some of the most recognizable
threatened mammals such as polar

bears and lesser-known creatures
like harlequin toads. The panda is
one of the least vulnerable species
found in the more than 150 images
of “Endangered,” whose release
coincides with a new exhibition of
Flach’s photos in London’s Osborne
Samuel Gallery. Flach, known for his
highly stylized photographs of dogs
and horses, captures the animals’
almost human expressions.

On the book’s cover, a crowned
sifaka lemur hugs his knees toward
his chest, his bright yellow eyes
betraying a worried yet inquisitive
look, like a reprimanded schoolboy.
Flach, 59, often uses a black velvet
backdrop and his lighting captures
colors in such detail that one can
almost feel the softness of the
lemur’s black, orange and white fur.
In the summer, Flach trekked to
Russia’s Caspian Sea, hiding in a
“fly-infested hole” in search of the

saiga antelope, an Ice Age survivor
that once roamed alongside woolly
mammoths but could soon be
wiped out by poachers preying on
its twisted horns. 

Flach could only get a good
sighting of the females, so he
returned in the dead of winter with
the longest lens he could borrow
from Canon and got just one shot.
Other encounters during a two-
year odyssey included staring the
last male white rhinoceros in the
eye and swimming with great white
sharks off the Galapagos Islands.
He hopes that others share his pas-
sion for wildlife. “If we care about
something, we are more likely to
take action,” said Flach. — AFP

Photographer captures 
the human face of 

endangered species

A crowned sifaka lemur hugs his
knees toward his chest on the book
cover of Tim Flach’s Endangered, Flach
used a black velvet backdrop in many
of his prints “because I want you to
focus on the animal.” — AFP photos 

A Shoebill looks straight 
into Tim Flach’s camera.

An Pied Tamarin photographed 
by Tim Flach.

London-based photographer Tim Flach
poses with his book “Endangered” in
Washington. 

An Philippine eagle 
photographed by Tim Flach


