
For Russian theatre and film director Kirill Serebrennikov some
one-and-a-half years of house arrest and a serious court case
have been no obstacle to artistic creation. Consigned to his

Moscow flat as he faced embezzlement charges he strenuously de-
nies, Seberennikov pressed on with staging theatre productions,
finishing a film and even operas remotely abroad. His house arrest,
which began in August 2017, was finally lifted in April this year to
the delight of the supporters of the artistic director of the trendy
Gogol Centre in Moscow. Now, Serebrennikov has drawn inspi-
ration from the trailblazing Chinese photographer Ren Hang, who
troubled the Beijing authorities but took his own life in 2017.

The play called “Outside” premiered at France’s prestigious
Avignon Theatre Festival on Tuesday without Serebrennikov, who
is unable to leave Moscow under terms set by the court.

The performers, who donned white T-shirts with the slogan
‘Free Kirill’ at the curtain call, were given a standing ovation by
the audience. “Theatre, cinema and photography are always an
act of resistance,” Serebrennikov told AFP in an interview con-
ducted by email ahead of the premiere of “Outside”. “Art is al-
ways the resistance of lying, slander and obscurantism because
this is the most free territory of human activity where everything
is possible,” he added.

‘Became close to me’ 
Serebrennikov said the inspiration for the play came from mes-

sages over social media with Hang and a meeting that tragically
never happened when the photographer killed himself in February
2017. “Literally two days before the time when we were supposed
to get to know each other personally, he committed suicide,” the
director said. Hang had in his short life built up an international
reputation with erotically-infused photographs that broke taboos
on sex in China.

“I had the feeling that a person had died who I had already

managed to get to know who had already become close to me,”
said Serebrennikov, adding he wrote the play during the house ar-
rest. “Hang said that he does not try to influence or interfere in the
politics of China but China tries to interfere in his work,” he said. 

‘Repression makes nothing better’ 
Serebrennikov is accused of creating an organized criminal

group with his colleagues and embezzling more than $2 million of
state funding for a theatre project called Platforma.  He has insisted
the money was used properly and calls the charges “absurd”.  For
new productions of Nabucco by Verdi at the Hamburg State Opera
and Mozart’s Cosi fan Tutte in Zurich, he sent instructions to

singers and set designers on a USB stick through his lawyer. But
Serebrennikov railed against the notion that suffering and perse-
cution was some kind of necessity to produce great artistic work.

“Persecution and repression does not make anything better.
Even in Soviet times I heard the phrase that an ‘artist must be hun-
gry’. No! That is rubbish!” said Serebrennikov. And he denied that
his own incarceration had helped his creativity. “Pressure can be
an obstacle in work. When I was working under arrest I tried to
imagine there was no fabricated case against me and no false ac-
cusations. And I simply worked.”

‘Force the audience’ 
Serebrennikov made his name in Moscow with bold and visu-

ally dramatic productions of classic plays that sometimes con-
tained explicit scenes and nudity to the anger of conservatives. He
also directed a new ballet at the Bolshoi Theatre on the life of the
legendary star Rudolf Nureyev that was controversially pulled
from the schedules after the rehearsal although it did finally reach
the stage. His latest film Leto (Summer), released in 2018 to warm
reviews, was a snapshot of the Leningrad underground rock scene
in the 1980s and appeared to be a hymn to making art in adversity. 

Serebrennikov said it was his duty as a director to grab the
attention of the viewer, especially at a time when people are so
easily distracted by their phones. “For me I think it is possible to
use any kind of means that is not illegal and can force the audi-
ence to think and to feel.” And Serebrennikov, who until his arrest
was not regarded as a politically active figure in Russia, said that
above all theatre needed to be personal. “I am always happy
when the theatre looks not to the crowd but every person in the
hall.”  “Theatre needs every person personally but politics needs
crowds and ratings.”—AFP
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American-Russian actor, Odin Lund Biron (center) performs dur-
ing the rehearsal of “Outside” written and directed by Russian
director Kirill Serebrennikov, as part of the 73rd International The-
atre Festival in Avignon, southeastern France. — AFP photos

In this file photo Kevin Spacey exits the courthouse after making
an appearance during his arraignment on at the Nantucket Dis-
trict Court, in Nantucket, Massachusetts. — AFP

American-Russian actor, Odin Lund Biron (center) performs during the rehearsal of “Outside” written and directed by Russian director
Kirill Serebrennikov.

American-Russian actor, Odin Lund Biron (left) performs during
the rehearsal of “Outside” written and directed by Russian direc-
tor Kirill Serebrennikov.

For Russian director, facing trial, art is ‘resistance’

Charges dropped in US
sex assault case against
Kevin Spacey

Prosecutors dropped sexual assault proceedings against
Kevin Spacey on Wednesday after the case against the Hol-
lywood star collapsed over his alleged victim’s refusal to

testify. William Little had accused the 59-year-old Oscar winner
of groping him in a bar on the upscale resort island of Nantucket
in July 2016.  But Massachusetts prosecutors filed a formal notice
of abandonment of an indecent assault and battery indictment due
to “the unavailability of the complaining witness.”  Little chose to
plead the Fifth Amendment, which allows witnesses not to testify
so as not to incriminate themselves, after it was revealed that his
cell phone-a key piece of evidence-may have been compromised.

Little has said he took a smartphone video of the incident,
which he says took place when he was an 18-year-old busboy in

the bar and restaurant. But the phone-which the defense wanted
to examine-has disappeared, as confirmed by Little and his par-
ents, who were also called on to testify. A police officer said he
returned the phone after extracting all the information but admit-
ted he neglected to ask for a receipt upon its return. The family
said they never received it. Little’s mother Heather Unruh, a tele-
vision news anchor in the Boston area, admitted she had deleted
some potentially embarrassing photos before handing the phone
over, but said she had not erased anything related to the alleged
assault.

Hollywood’s reckoning 
It is the latest chapter in Hollywood’s reckoning over sexual

assault and harassment, which has already seen television icon Bill
Cosby jailed, with movie mogul Harvey Weinstein’s trial set to
begin in September.  Spacey had insisted on his innocence of the
charges, which would have carried a penalty of up to five years
in prison. The two-time Oscar-winner-recognized for his support-
ing role in “The Usual Suspects” in 1996 and his lead role in
“American Beauty” in 2000 — was considered one of the finest
actors of his generation.—AFP


