Antons Freimans as Casanova and Elza Leimane as Madame de Pompadour in Kenneth Tindall's Casanova
Kristaps Kalns, Latvian National Ballet

Gasanova...

MIKE DIXON appraises Kenneth Tindall's ballet relocated to Latvia
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enneth Tindall's Casanova

is currently colonising

the United States,

with numerous cities

staging the production.
Aivars Leimanis, the astute artistic
director of the Latvian National
Ballet, is the first to acquire the
production for a mainland European
company. Tindall originally made
Casanova for Northern Ballet, and
it was filmed by Sky Arts and had
national tours and two seasons
at Sadler’s Wells. However, the

company in Riga is much larger
than Northern Ballet, performs

on the huge stage of the imposing
National Opera House and has'the
further inestimable advantage of
the world-class Orchestra of the
Latvian National Opera under the
inspired leadership of conductor
Marting Ozolins. Kerry Muzzey’s
music therefore develops an extra
dimension, with sweet strings,
resonant bells and bold, resonant
brass lending voluptuousness to the
whole aural experience. Christopher
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Oram’s eighteenth-century-inspired
costumes are elegant and slightly
risqué, and his versatile, massive
gold-washed church columns look
stunning in Alastair West’s masterful
lighting. The lighting throughout is
dramatic and intensely atmospheric
and is one of the strongest
production elements of the show.

Two outstanding casts are
presented on consecutive evenings
to emphasise the strength in depth
of the ensemble. Antons Freimans
is a sensual beast in the title role,
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Antons Freimans as Casanova and Jolanta Lubéja as Henriette in Kenneth Tindall's Cascnovae
© Kristaps Kains, Latvlan National Ballet

physically confident, his partnering raw and
aggressive. From the moment he appears
late for a church service in the first scene, he
is a libertine incarnate. When he is seduced
by the Savorgnan sisters (Emma Lagina and
Izabella Monastirska-Urtane), a randy pair
of nuns, he doesn’t appear to be losing his
virginity as much as recapitulating earlier
experiences. This is a big performance in
every way, confident and assertive, with
a ‘bring it on’ attitude in the orgy scenes.
Jalija Brauere, as Bellino, a young woman
disguised as a castrato singer, who features
in the ballet’s highlight pas de deux,
combines purity of line, sweet innocence
and preternatural tensile strength. itis a
performance of consummate lyrical poetry
and a perfect foil to Freimans’ feral intensity.
In the other featured romantic duet, Jolanta
Lub&ja as the abused wife, Henriette, fleeing
from marital torment, touches the heart
with her melting quality of expression.
Sabine Stroksa is the fluent seductress
M.M. in a pas deux with Casanova featuring
balances on a large table. Stroksa displays
her classical proportions to great advantage
as she inveigles the hero into a dangerous
situation with a voyeur cardinal.

Raimonds Martinovs brings lofty
authority and courtly elegance to the role
of Senator Bragadin, Casanova's intellectual
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mentor, Tindall’s ballet is crammed with
genuine characters, like Bragadin, from
Casanova’s life, the most famous being
the mistress of Louis XV, Madame de
Pompadour. Elza Leimane incarnates her as
a complex three-dimensional personality:
beautiful, witty, capricious, easily bored
and intelligent. Her smallest gestures carry
oceans of meaning. As Voltaire, Ringolds
Zigis accurately captures the philosopher’s
arrogance, self-regard and cynicism.

The most testing technical roles in the
ballet are taken by Aleksandrs Osadcijs,
Robert Nae and Karlis Cirulis as the three
white-clad Musicians, who dazzle with
their virtuoso display of turns, leaps, pike
jumps and cabrioles. They feature in both
casts as they are nigh on perfect in their
insouciant high-octane roulades. Alise
Prudane-Spridzane joins in their fun as the
irrepressible Manon Balletti. '

Philip Fedulov as Casanova gives a
more nuanced and sensitive performance.
He is a fine classical premier danseur but
also an ensemble player, respectful of his
colleagues. His acting is of the first order,
and we see an emotional progression that
is subtle, only developing new power when
he is transformed by Pompadour’s gift of
fine clothes. At no point does he convince
as a libertine. His sexual adventures are
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explorations, pushing the boundaries of
his own possibilities, and even in the black
mask orgy towards the end of the drama, we
are never entirely sure that this intellectual
will give himself entirely to the lusts of the
flesh. This is an interpretation closer to the
real historical character, of course, but the
readings of Freimans and Fedulov are equally
valid within the context of Tindall's ballet.
Sabine Strok3a is a warm, womanly
Bellino, not a waiflike figure, but tender
and fluent. Her extended pas de deux with
Fedulov crackles with emotion, as does his
earlier engagement with Emma Laguna as
M.M. under the watchful eye of Ringolds
Zigis as the concealed Cardinal de Bernis.
Eiza Leimane brings true intensity to the
tragedy of Henriette, a woman fleeing
violence but determined to rescue her baby
from her tormenting husband. Laine Paike
is an elegant and attractive Madame de
Pompadour, but she is yet to become an
authority figure whose whims are made of
steel. Sergejs Martincevs repeats his role
as the tortured priest, Father Balbi, and in
this second performance he grows into the
skin of the heretic convincingly. There is an
element of Grand Guignol in his scene with
the inquisition, which needs to be played to
the hilt. Viktors Seiko is a formal and stylish
Bragadin, but the complexities of the Senator
will develop with greater familiarity with the
role, which has as many layers as an onion.
Kazanova in Latvia is akin to watching
Casanova on powerful steroids. The scale
is bigger, the emotions grander, the music
tremendous in its impact, and at the
conclusion of both performances the entire
audience stands as one to applaud and
cheer enthusiastically. The ballet offers many
individual opportunities ta the casts, and
they are grasped with relish by the talented
artists of the Latvian National Ballet. Tindall,
his creative team and his stager, Dreda Blow,
were clearly overwhelmed by their reception
on the first night, and it seemed universally
understood that Kazanova was a valuable
addition to the already rich repertoire in the
Baltic city.




