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          Biographical Novel in Dance: Eifman’s “Tchaikovsky. Pro et Contra”

Boris Eifman, who defines his artistic trend as “psychological ballet theater”, may be considered one of the founders of such choreographic phenomenon as Biographical Novel in Dance. Like such luminaries of biographical fiction as André Maurois, Michael Bulgakov, Peter Ackroyd and others, Eifman creates authorized stories of Moliere, Olga Spesivtseva – “Red Giselle” , Balanchine – “Musagete”, Paul the First – “Russian Hamlet”, Auguste Rodin, Tchaikovsky. 

He seams to be a unique example of a choreographer who “writes” biographical novels straightforwardly out fair in his mute language of dance, in “fleshly doubles of words”. Yet these dancing biographies do not cease to be profound reflections on fate, on the inner world of personality, as the choreographer highlights the particular individual qualities which made this or that outstanding life so prominent.
Like other ballets of the kind “Tchaikovsky. Pro et Contra” is based not purely on documentary but rather on the imagination of its author – on his emotions, attitude, and intuition of an artist, which allow him penetrate deeply into the psychology of the character he choreographically creates. Marking this point The New York Times's influential dance critic Anna Kisselgoff, in one of her reviews on Eifman’s Red Giselle – “A Psychological Biography of a Dancer Gone Mad”, refers herself to Freudian method, or actually, I would say – to a Romantic poet John Keats, from whom Freud had borrowed the idea: “The willing suspension of disbelief constitutes poetic faith”. And here one has to agree with Keats, Freud and Kisselgoff – as all of them want to say, that in works connected with soul and imagination one should not search pure facts. In other words, dealing with poetic compositions (Eifman’s ballets including) you shouldn’t ask questions, like; “Was it really so?” because the true poet speaks of some other reality – the reality of a hidden life of the soul. 

In regard to Tchaikovsky Eifman is carried away not by the mere facts of the composer’s biography but by their influence on his music. What really interests Boris is the origin of the work of art and he explores points of contact between dramaturgy of fate and dramaturgy of musical scores (as he does in “Rodin” where he explores the diffusion of the sculptor’s love, passion, thought, artistic inspiration  and his chef-d’oeuvres of sculpture). The ballet to Tchaikovsky’s music visualizes the inner conflict, the Pro et Contra and the dispute of the composer with his own self. 

The first version of Eifman’s reference to the composer as the leading character of his ballet –biography “Tchaikovsky”, was in 1993. So one may truly say that “Tchaikovsky. Pro et Contra”, appearing in 2016 was a result o a long lasting “romance”. The later version with a more complicated conceptual title is also staged to the music of the great composer.  Actually, Tchaikovsky there is dancing to Tchaikovsky’s music.
As Eifman himself noted: «Pro et contra – is the very personality of Tchaikovsky»
. The choreographer had been fascinated with the dilemma: how come, that such a prominent, world-known in his lifetime and successful composer kept on creating such tragic scores? What was the origin of this Pro et Contra?
The problem of the inner conflict is naturally decided in choreography via visualization of the invisible process. Paradoxically as it might seem, tangible plasticity of such inner duality appears from time to time even in the realm of words. Universal metaphor, archetype and symbol of such psychological state is literally embodied in Robert Louis Stevenson’s  The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886), where the leading character is physically haunted by the split off  dark, hidden part of himself. Both the hero and the author come to a conclusion that “the man is not truly one, but truly two”
. 

Using – to certain extend – this method of visualizing the invisible contradiction, Eifman follows yet another writer, evidently closer to him, Dostoevsky. As Nikholay Beryaev had to say: “Dostoevsky leads a man through the abyss of duality – duality being the leading motif of Dostoevsky”. (Berdyaev. The Worldview of Dostoevsky). In Dostoevsky’s early story (written, in fact 40 years before Stevenson’s one) with the appropriate title The Double (1846) the character’s alter ego appears in the image of a seemingly similar man. 

Penetrating deeply into Tchaikovsky’s life Eifman couldn’t help but seeing what a double life the composer had to lead. In the eyes of the ballet master he was a martyr. And his music was such – there sounds an endless longing for some unachievable ideal. “As a minimum, there were several Tchaikovsky’s in one. And it was a constant dialogue and a constant struggle with one’s own self… As a type he belongs to Dostoevskian world, and there is a constant inner struggle of the Good and the evil, of God and His opponent…»
.

So Eifman shows Tchaikovsky (as compassionately performed by Oleg Gabyshev) in complex relations with his alter ego, the Double – his seducer or the seduction itself, appearing in various images. The Double (in a versatile presentation by Sergey Volobuev), who emerges as an obsession or a hallucination, at points is almost indistinguishable from Tchaikovsky, and at the same time – it is some mirrored opposition, with which the soul is constantly fighting. Thus in the realm of Tchaikovsky’s music there on Eifman’s ballet stage appears composer’s hard-won confession. We see dancing images of Onegin, Tatiana, of Germann and the Queen of Spades, ominous and fair characters of the Swan Lake – all of them being tied with invisible threads to the inner world of Tchaikovsky. And from these threads Eifman is weaving a dance in which the hidden life sublimates into the eternal compositions. Anna Kisselgoff’s review on the first version of “Tchaikovsky” is called “A Tortured Composer Embracing His Desires”. About the later production one could say that Tchaikovsky is presented rather embracing his own many faced genius, his own great compositions. 
The action of the ballet unfolds as Tchaikovsky’s near-death reminiscences. Gradually in the dark space of the stage there is lightening a figure of a dying composer in a long white gown, lying on a black bed. Combination of the two contrast colors – white and black – gives a hint of piano keys or else of the unit of extreme contraries: light and darkness, heaven and earth. One after another there float up various scenes from operas and ballets mixing with the dramatic moments of composer’s life. These ghostly visitors are replaced by the Double. Tchaikovsky and his alter ego dance almost a classical pas de deux mixing up male and female lifts…
At some moments Tchaikovsky raises his partner above his head, at other – he is hypnotized by his opponent’s power, following his movements synchronically, bending at his feet. He makes an effort to leave, but then carries the Double as his cross.
Out from the darkness of his tormenting recollections, there appears Tchaikovsky’s wife as she became after the separation, in a state of madness, and we see how she tries to get closer to him, but in her arms there’s only emptiness. Than a flock of black and white swans starts circling around, the Double mixing with the black ones, and Tchaikovsky moving in unison with a cloud of white birds. All these visions are a choreographic overture to the symphony of composer’s passions where there always persistently sounds the motif of suffering and out of its mass the incomparable harmony of his music is born.
Closing the composition, the action returns to the opening scene. After seeing his life as a flash back, now leaving the stage, Tchaikovsky in a shrilling duet with his Double, as if for the last time confesses of what had been tearing his heart in two.
To a final part of the Sixth Symphony – actually to a Requiem for himself – his naked soul in its visual plasticity raises above the earthly. One of the world’s most tragic composers is leaving the stage physically (and metaphysically) raising up while below  the immortal white swans are floating after as if carrying their creator into the realm of eternity. 

And his body remains on a gambling table (where his Germann of the Queen of Spades had died before). This image calls back to mind the final words of the opera: “God Almighty, forgive him and calm down his rebellious tortured soul!”.

Sometimes the genre of the ballet is defined by a popular word “biopic”

 (biographical picture). But Eifman’s chorographical story of Tchaikovsky is rather a picture of one’s soul biography, the picture of art creation which becomes a biography. 
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