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Some dancers would
refuse to partner me
— I'd knock them over

ATALIAOSIPOVAisoneof

the world’s great

ballerinas and the Royal

Ballet'’s most bankable star.

So it comes as something
of a surprise to learn there are dancers
out there who would refuse to perform
with her. “I know at least a couple who
wouldn’t want to partner me again —
some would refuse” She grins, wryly.
‘T've gotastrongenergy so if 'minarush
I can sort of knock them over.”

Catch Osipova, 33, at her most aban-
doned and you may well sympathise.
Having trained at the Moscow State
Academy of Choreography, the Bolshoi’s
feeder school, Osipova's style is pure
Russian powerhouse: big jumps, big

B turns, big personality. But she is also a

dancer of considerable interpretive

intelligence, an exceptional Giselle

and Kitriin Don Quixote, At times she

inhabits a character so completely

a kind of recklessness takes hold

that’s thrilling to watch — and
occasionally downright scary.

It's not always without conse-

quences. In December 2014, an

explosive un in Don Quixote

saw her fall badly, mid-show. In

April last year she gave a

poised portrayal of Manon
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The Royal Ballet’s superstar Natalia
Osipova talks to Emma Byrne about
her ‘strong energy’, her crazy schedule
and her notorious ex, Sergei Polunin

alongside Vladimir Shklyarov of the
Mariinsky Ballet; untl the final act, when
she suddenlylet rip, flinging herselfinto
gravity-defying dives and heavyweight
lifiis, a slightly terrified-looking Shklyarov
panting to keep up.

Osipova remembers that night well.
“Vladimir loves dancing with me for this

- particular quality, spontaneity.” Not all

partners are so understanding: “There
are personalities that have to know ab-
solutely for sure whatis going to happen
on stage. But with me that is not what
they're getting — there is no mutual
compatibility. It's normal —not everyone
can dance with everybody” We're chat-
ting backstage at the Royal Opera House.
(There's a translator — even after five-
and-a-halfyearsin the UK, Osipova is shy
about her English.)

I'salways abit of ashock to meet ballet

dancers inreal life — they’re inevitably
tinier and younger than their perform-
ance alter egos would have you believe
— but she's exactly as you'd expect:
smart, determined, with a fine-boned,
gamine beanty that makes her sostrik-
ing on stage.

She's also clearly exhausted, in the
middle of ahectic performance sched-
ule that has seen her rehearsing seven
productions, ballet and contemporary,
over the past fewmonths alone. When
we meet she’s just rerurned from New
York after sell-out shows with one of
her favourite partners, David Hallberg;
afterwards, she’s straight into rehears-
als for Medusa, Sidi Larbi Cherkaoui’s
firstwork for the Royal Ballet. She has
also spent the past 12 months working
with Bafta-winning film-maker Gerald
Fox on a new documentary, Force of

Nature Natalia, which gives a tantalis-
ing behind-the-scenes glimpse into her
life and career. How on earth does she
find the time?

“Iwouldn't say it's my idea. I never
plan to do, say, 25 projects at the same
time:. Itjust happens. I'm quite decisive,
I'll hear an idea and say, ‘Yes, yes, let’s
do it’I don't need lots of time before I

make adecision” In London nextmonth
she'll reunite with choreopgrapher Arthur
Pita and dancer Jonathan Goddard for
‘The Mother, based on Hans Christlan
Andersen’s dark tale of a woman who
chases Death to bring backcher sick child.
More dance-theatre than outright ballet,
it earned rave reviews at its premiere in
Edinburgh In December (“compellingly

Sergei Polunin is open and
sincere. A dancer should
be valued by how they
dance, not by anything else

Dark tale: Natalla
Osipova will dance
at the Queen
Elizabeth Hall
next monthin
The Mother—
seen right, being
performed

In Edinburgh

§

nightmarish” was one accolade.)

Loss, griel, the fcars of motherhood
— they're bold themes to present to a
pre-Christmas andience more inclined
towards Nutcracker-esque froth. How
did it go down? “1 was anxious about
bringing up painful subjccts at that time
of year — the issue of your child dying
and having to face it,” says Osipova. “"The
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Mother goes through a labyrinth and
she’s tested — it almost feels like I'm
being tortured. And Arthur likes theatri-
cality so there's water, blood, ice, lots of
frealcy effects. Butwe had the andience’s
artention. It went really well”

Pita has been described as the David
Lynch of dance; the pair’s last collabora-
tion, on the Royal Ballet's The Wind,
sparked a debate about the use of scxual
violence (“No more gang rape scenes in
ballets, please,” begged the New York
Tirnes). Why s Pita attracted to such dark
subjects? “I've never understood why
— he's the most lovely, gentle person 1
know. Maybe it's something very Inter-
nal, maybe his family, some kind of inner
issues” She's still bemused by the reac-
tion to The Wind. “Iwas a bit upset by all
the attention. [The rape scene] was just
one scene in the show.”

1 ask about her ex-boylriend Sergei
Polunin, the self-styled “bad boy” of bal-
let, whose recent ill-advised social media
posts and tattoos have alienated nearly
everyone. In January he was dropped
from Paris Opera Ballet’s Swan Lake after

* homophobic and sexist Instagram and

Twitter posts; sponsorship deals, film
parts and even the offer of a Ted Talk
quickly evaporated. Gay rights activists
are currently campaigning to have him
banned from a performance of Romeo
& Juliet in Verona in August; last week
London Theatre Direct, one of the UK's
leading online ticket sellers, annowriced

it had stopped promoting his showat the
London Palladium, because of “disturb-
ing remarks... well off the Richter scale
of what's acceptable”.

How does the ballet world view him?
Osipova gives her answer carefully. “For
quiteawhile I've notbeen in contactwith
him. I'm not the whole baller world but
what I will say is that Sergel’s got this
incredible, amazing talent and as a per-
son he’s wonderful, there are no limits.
There is nothing awful happening” -+

She wasn't shocked by the Instagram
posts {now deleted)? The threats to slap
fatpeople? That Putin chest tatoo? “Ser-
gel Is open and sincere, he's not a liar. [
was very surprised people reacted in
sucha strong way, thathis performances
were cancelled. A dancer should be val-
ued by how they dance and not by any-
thing other than that. It's asad thing that
the social networks are so powerful and
have so much influence on our lives. It's
better [for the public] to spend time
going to the theatre and sec us there!

She's just got engaged to dancer/cho-

reographerJason Kittelberger, who she's -

been dating [orabout ayear and plans to
marry in summey. When is she going to
find the time to plan a wedding? Alice,
the translator, laughs: "She’s spontane-
ous! Haven't you learned that yet?”

@ The Mother is at the Queen Elizabeth
Hafl, SE1 (020 3879 9555; southbank-
centreco.uk), June 20-22. lorce of
Nature Natalia is in cinemds from June 7
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