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Inside a high-security Portuguese
prison, six inmates are moving grace-
fully around in a series of improvised
dance moves, clutching props and fol-

lowing the rhythm of the music. Outside,
the high walls of Linho prison in the
western suburbs of Lisbon are lined with
barbed wire and a loudspeaker barks
instructions for prisoners in a metallic
voice. But in the contemporary dance
studio, in a converted former chapel,
inmates are dancing freely to classical
music with an object of their choice: a
scarf, ball, plastic bags or a light bulb.
“Dance-with poetry!” calls out the
teacher, 47-year-old dancer Catarina
Camara.

She hopes the classes-part of a
social dance project that began in April
2019 — can help change the mindset of
some of the young prisoners. “When we
are here, it feels like we are not in
prison,” says 30-year-old inmate Manuel

Antunes. “We can let ourselves go, car-
ried by the moment and by what we
feel.” There are around 500 prisoners in
Linho, many of them young men who
have committed serious offences and
been handed sentences of 15 years or
more. Around a dozen are now taking
part in the dance project. “It would be
very naive to say that artistic practice
saves people,” Camara tells AFP. “But
art, combined with other factors, can be
decisive in changing someone’s life.”

‘Completely transformed’ 
She says many of the prisoners are

“boys who grew up on the street and

who had to fend for themselves very
early.” “They messed up. Some serious-
ly messed up, and they really need to be
supported.” Fabio Tavares, 28, says he
is one such person. Never interested in

contemporary dance before Camara’s
class, he believes it has “completely
transformed” him. “I thought it would be
useless... (but) the dance and discus-
sions that we have here help me to see
things differently,” he says.

The results have been positive
beyond the direct impact of the classes
too, according to prison director Carlos
Moreira. Prisoners participating in the
dance project are “more tolerant towards
others” and less likely to breach prison
rules, he says. Camara hopes that
because “dance offers this experience of
freedom”, it can help the men “prepare
for the space of freedom” they will find

on their release from prison.
When he has finished his sentence,

Tavares plans to continue dancing and
has already been offered training by
choreographer Olga Roriz. Roriz, who
works with Camara, staged a perform-
ance with the prisoner-dancers last sum-
mer in Lisbon. The dancers are now
preparing for their own show inside the
prison. “I feel light when I’m here,” says
Tavares. “Sometimes it even feels like
I’m not in prison but out, in a normal
dance class.”— AFP 

Ballet dancer Catarina Camara (center) joins with inmates for a contemporary dance class, at
Linho prison.
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Inmate Manuel Antunes ‘Beto’ (left) performs
with inmate Fabio Tavares during a contempo-
rary dance class, at Linho prison.
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Inmate Manuel Antunes ‘Beto’ (left) performs
with inmate Fabio Tavares during a contempo-
rary dance class at Linho prison.

‘Open your soul’:
Ukraine refugee
stories on stage 
in Warsaw
As a refugee herself, Anna Lysenko

finds it cathartic to be playing the
character of a Ukrainian woman

forced to flee her homeland in a new pro-
duction in Warsaw. “You open your soul.
Those emotions, the pain that is in you, you
let it out on to the surface,” Lysenko, 21, told
AFP as she finished her make up before the
play. Lysenko had to escape with her child,

leaving behind her husband who is serving
in the armed forces and forcing her and look
for a job in theatre in a new city. “Little by lit-
tle, I came out of my cocoon, out of my
depression,” she said.

The play “Six Ribs of Anger”-a reference
to different levels of trauma-tells the stories
of five Ukrainian women living in a refugee
centre in Poland. The plot documents their
grief, fear and anger as well as their fan-
tasies and how they help each other
through the trauma. It is based on extensive
interviews carried out by the directors in a
sprawling refugee centre near Warsaw
soon after Russian troops began their inva-
sion.

The play is being staged at the Komuna
Theatre-a short walk from the central train
station which saw millions of people transit
through at the start of the war. Lysenko
plays the character of Lesia, a ballerina

from Bucha-a town near Kyiv that has
become synonymous with the alleged
atrocities carried out by Russia. In one
scene, she imagines herself in a tutu with a
sword interrogating the Russian soldier who
killed her mother.

There is also a scene in which another
character re-lives her last moments with her
missing husband and daughter in Mariupol,
a city that was devastated while being taken
over by Russian troops. “The aim of this
play is to give strength to Ukrainians, show
what they have endured and how strong
they are, and how they can persevere,” said
the director Beniamin Koc. The director
remembered entering the refugee centre for
the first time.

“I got shivers. It was a huge space under
black sky, a black ceiling,” he said, remem-
bering the smell “like in a train when you
travel for a long time”. “It was quite shock-

ing. Children were playing, roller skating all
over the centre so life was continuing there
but this life was unbelievably unreal”.

‘Theatre involves you more’ 
The play has only ever been staged in

Warsaw so far but Koc hopes he will be
able to take it on tour, also to raise aware-
ness about the war and its victims. Koc
said it was “important” for the actors to take
part in the production “because they are
themselves in this situation” but it was not
always an easy process. “It’s impossible to
work with them like with people who have
a place to live, have comfort. You have to
keep it in mind”.

The production is deeply moving but
there are lighter moments too-such as jokes
about Polish cuisine and a scene in which
the characters perform dressed up as
Eurovision winners Kalush Orchestra.

Mariya Severylova, 33, said she also hoped
the play would connect to people in a way
that watching the news could not.

“Theatre involves you more. You’re sit-
ting face to face. There is a living person in
front of you,” said Severylova, who was
dressed in a brightly-colored tracksuit.
Severylova plays Sniezhna, a loud but vul-
nerable single mother who fantasizes
about President Volodymyr Zelensky com-
ing to her aid and one day moving to Italy.
The actress said she fled 10 days after the
war started and calls it “a terrible tragedy
that affects everyone forever”. “Every time I
perform I know that we are talking about
the thing that is most important-there is a
war going on and everyone should know
about it.”—AFP

Inmates attend a contemporary dance class of the
project ‘Corpo em Cadeia’ (‘body in chain’) at Linho
prison in Alcabideche, near Cascais.—AFP photos


