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Bolshoi-ballettens historie går tilbage til 1776 og balletten er kendt som den ypperste i verden. Den har gennem tiderne fostret en lang række af verdens bedste dansere, men i 2013 rystedes Bolshoi Teatret i Moskva af et angreb på dets kunstneriske leder, Sergei Filin. Angrebet var kulminationen på flere års stridigheder affødt af jalousi og intriger i den evige kamp om at være fremmest i rampelyset. Skandalerne står bogstaveligt talt på tæerne af hinanden og mørke hemmeligheder dukker frem i lyset, når filmholdet som det første nogensinde får uhindret adgang bag kulisserne. Forude på teatret venter en ny sæson, hvor balletten skal forsøge at rette op på skaderne og generobre dens status som verdens førende. Nye prøver på teatret sættes i gang alt imens sandheden forsøges afdækket.

Fra producenten af SEARCHING FOR SUGAR MAN og MAN ON WIRE instrueret af Nick Read og Mark Franchetti.

LONG SYNOPSIS
On the night of January 17th 2013 Sergei Filin, former lead dancer and controversial artistic director of the Bolshoi’s ballet company, was assaulted outside his home when a masked man threw acid in his face. Filin’s injuries were serious, threatening his sight. The consequences for Russia’s world famous theatre were harder to determine, but when one of their own – male soloist Pavel Dmitrichenko – was arrested & charged, it revealed what Bolshoi insiders had known for decades: a company defined by personality clashes, power struggles, and professional jealousy. After a tumultuous period of public outcry and bloodletting, when several dancers were sacked or resigned, the Kremlin stepped in and appointed a new director, Vladimir Urin, to restore order. 

On September 19th, Urin took to the stage alongside a recovering Sergei Filin to announce highlights of the company’s new season. But Urin and Filin had worked together before, and there was no love lost between them– ‘my appointment was not his happiest day’ said Urin. Days after the first performance, dancers continued to complain of a deeply flawed casting process, of being overlooked as other, less able ballerinas thrived.

With their status and esprit de corps undermined by scandal, many in the company are desperate to leave behind the controversies. They explain the agonies and ecstasies of their profession, as we follow them through a grueling regime of rehearsal and performance. 
Anastasia Meskova, dropped from a prestigious tour at the start of the season, struggles to get noticed, and cope as a single mother. She reveals just how tough it is to make it in the Bolshoi without help from outside. 

Maria Allash dances the lead in several productions, from Swan Lake to Don Quixote, but feels at age 39 that her days at the top are numbered. A company veteran, she speaks candidly about both performers and managers.

Maria Alexandrova is one of the company stars: a People’s Artist of the Russian Federation and prima ballerina, she is widely respected and brutally honest about the internal machinations of the theatre. 

Boris Akimov - at nearly 70 years old - still dances every day, passing on the lessons he learnt as a lead dancer in Soviet times. As former director of the ballet company he also has unique insights into the pressure of managing 250 dancers.
Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev understands the Bolshoi is a seminal part of national culture – the country’s ‘secret weapon’ in selling Russia to the world. 

While the Bolshoi has always been a unique political symbol, Director Urin vows to resist meddling from the Kremlin-sponsored elites. But his antipathy with Sergei Filin spills out into the open at a company meeting, and Filin’s relationship with Urin looks far from secure.

Away from the political intrigues & backstabbing, it is left to the artists to keep the prestige of Russia’s most famous theatre intact. Dedicated to a life of obsession and discipline backstage, they continue to chase a dream of perfection on stage.

INTERVIEW WITH  DIRECTOR NICK READ

How & when did you first come across this story?

The story of the acid attack on Filin broke & became front page news in January 2013, while producer Mark Franchetti & I were completing our first feature doc The Condemned - so we were fortunate enough to have a camera & crew on hand. Mark had the idea of seeing if we could gain access & develop a film, and persuaded the Bolshoi to allow us in for a couple of days to shoot for a teaser – at a time when the ballet company was still in shock. A few weeks later, when one of their own, dancer Pavel Dmitrichenko, was arrested, the shock turned to trauma, and our access was denied for over 6 months. It was not until a new theatre director - Vladimir Urin - was appointed in July 2013 that we were able to reapply. He finally agreed, on the basis that transparency would be a guiding principle of his new administration.

What were your first impressions of the Bolshoi?

Seeing the Bolshoi from the outside gives little impression of the vast scale of the theatre – many days we would walk miles through its labyrinthine corridors, often lost. There are 3000 people who work there – only 250 of whom are in the ballet company. Opera company workers, backstage & front of house staff, orchestra players – they all have their own ‘villages’ within the building. But what defines them all is the stage – as one of our characters says in the film: it is their ‘God, their religion’. 
What does the Bolshoi say about Russia to you?

Many said to us that the Bolshoi is a mirror of Russian society – perhaps in the composition of its workforce, or in reference to the political dynamics of patronage and influence. I now don’t buy it. I think the Bolshoi is a unique bubble, which contrasts with what goes on outside its walls as much as it mimics. We were filming there in the first phase of the Ukrainian crisis, when the crowds gathered in Maidan Square. Desperate to incorporate this development in the film, we could scarcely find someone inside the Bolshoi who had watched the news. The dancers are driven by their own self-absorbing pursuit of excellence, part of which is borne out of nationalistic pride, but more often for personal and selfish motivations.

What were your biggest challenges in making the film?

The biggest challenge was acquiring, and more significantly, sustaining access. Urin agreed to allow us to cover an entire season – over 9 months (of which we were filming for approximately 5). For this, the film’s producer Mark should take exclusive credit – it was his charm & dedication in dealing with both press office and contributors that allowed us to make such a uniquely revealing film.

Finding our cast and story was also very challenging – with the option of over 3000 characters, and many potential narratives, it was not until we started editing that we really found a story we were confident in telling, and one that our funders felt made the most of our rushes.

How do you feel about the film now – is it the film you imagined when you started?

To begin with we wanted to build the film organically, carefully selecting a core cast of characters, in the belief that drama and individual narratives would emerge if we maintained a consistent presence - basically to adopt a fairly objective, observational ‘Wisemanesque’ approach. Such was the desire to put the events & scandals of the previous seasons behind them, we learnt how difficult it would be to witness moments of high drama or conflict inside the ballet company (although we did succeed on a few occasions, most tellingly when Urin summons a meeting with the ballet company). So what emerged was a more constructed and hybrid approach to telling our story – for instance by using more archive - a style that was crafted in the edit. 

What are you hoping audiences will take from the film?

I hope they will come away feeling that they have been told a cracking, well told story that engages them emotionally as well as cerebrally. That they will be surprised, not only by the access we achieved, but by the honesty of our contributors, at a time when many feel that Russia is closing its doors to outside influences. 

And for those who have not previously engaged with ballet as an art form, hopefully a few may come away as converts!

What have you learned over the course of making the film?

Many things, especially from executive producer Simon Chinn. Choose your collaborators with great care might top the list, but also the virtue of patience in the edit. Simon urged us to go the extra mile, that the film could become more cinematic with fresh eyes on it. 

The importance of creating a coherent and vibrant soundscape was vital to me. Simon Elms and Colin Smith of Eclectic Music supervised both music composition and sound design, along with dubbing mixer Dan Weinberg at Greek Street Studios. Together they took the film to a new emotional and stylistic level.

Has the Bolshoi seen the film and how did they react?

Due to scheduling difficulties, we were not able to screen the film for the Bolshoi until we had well & truly locked. So it was with considerable trepidation that Mark & I eventually sat down with Vladimir Urin and his press officer Katya Novikova in May 2015 to show them the final cut, which I doubt anyone could describe as completely flattering. There were many outcomes we anticipated, but not the reaction we got – they really liked the film, while acknowledging it was uncompromising. 

FILMMAKERS
 
Based in London, Director & DoP Nick Read is a British filmmaker known for making acclaimed observational documentaries, often shooting in difficult and dangerous locations. Having trained as a cameraman, since 1990 he has directed and filmed a number of award-winning documentaries for both British and American broadcasters including films inside Israeli jails, Baghdad’s Green Zone and more recently a Kabul trauma hospital. Nick has worked in over 60 countries, and has won 2 x Foreign Press Association awards (Inside Israeli Jails), the Rory Peck Impact Award (Slumdog Children of Mumbai), and the Creative Diversity Award for best documentary (Letting Go), and is a 3 times BAFTA finalist for best director & best cinematography. His first feature documentary ‘The Condemned’, about a Russian prison exclusively for murderers, premiered at Moscow Film Festival in 2013, and screened at over 20 festivals around the world. 

Producer & co-director Mark Franchetti is the Moscow correspondent of the Sunday Times of London. Fluent in five languages, he won the British Press Awards for best foreign correspondent for his coverage of the Moscow theatre siege when he entered the building twice during the hostage crisis to interview the terrorists. He also won the Foreign Press Association Award for his reports on the alleged abuse of Iraqi civilians by U.S Marines. He has covered extensively Russia and the former Soviet Union, the wars in Chechnya, Kosovo, Iraq, Afghanistan and Georgia. He works both in print and TV and has reported and presented several prime time TV documentaries. Among them are, “Terror in Moscow” for Britain’s C4 which was shortlisted for a Bafta. For the BBC: “Britain’s Most Wanted”, about Andrei Lugovoi, following the death by poisoning of Alexander Litvinenko. “Should We Be Scared of Russia”, a BBC Panorama on Russia after the war in Georgia. “The Berlusconi Show”, about the former Italian Prime Minister and “Italy’s Bloodiest Mafia”, an investigation into the Camorra, the Naples mafia. Mark produced ‘The Condemned’, his first feature length documentary, about a Russian prison exclusively for murderers.

Producer Simon Chinn is a double Academy Award winning producer who has been responsible for some of the most successful feature documentaries of recent years, known for their high production values, powerful narratives and innovative blending of documentary and fiction techniques. Chinn conceived and produced Man on Wire, directed by James Marsh, which won over thirty international awards, including the Academy Award for Best Documentary Feature, the BAFTA for Outstanding British Film, the Producers Guild of America (PGA) Award and the Sundance Grand Jury Prize and was named by The London Observer as one of the best British films of the past 25 years.  It was released theatrically in over 25 territories around the world in 2008/9 and became one of the highest grossing documentaries of recent years. His follow-up film, Project Nim, also directed by James Marsh, opened the Sundance Film Festival where it won the World Cinema Documentary Directing award.  It was released theatrically around the world to great critical acclaim and won the Directors Guild of America’s (DGA) Award, was nominated for a BAFTA and a PGA Award and shortlisted for an Academy Award. Chinn launched three new films in 2012: Searching for Sugar Man, The Imposter, and Everything or Nothing – a feature documentary directed by Stevan Riley for MGM and Sony Pictures to mark fifty years of the Bond film franchise.
FEATURING

(IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE):

ALEXANDER BUDBERG Chairman of Board of Trustees, MARIA ALLASH Principal dancer, ROMAN ABRAMOV Ballet devotee, ANASTASIA MESHKOVA First Soloist, BORIS AKIMOV Ballet Master, MARIA ALEXANDROVA Principal dancer, VLADIMIR URIN General Director, SERGEI FILIN Artistic Director, NIKOLAI TSISKARIDZE Former principal dancer, DMITRI MEDVEDEV Prime Minister of Russia
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