
In this file photo taken on October 9, 2019 a dancer of the Paris Opera Ballet performs
during the dancing show “Degas Danse” on the sidelines of the exhibition “Degas at
the Opera” at the Orsay museum in Paris.— AFP 

Adam Duford, owner of Surf City Tours, poses for a photo in one of
his tour buses on an empty street near the beach in Santa Monica,
California.—AFP

Isabella Boylston and James Whiteside, prin-
cipal dancers at American Ballet Theatre, use
a kitchen counter as a barre in this video
posted to Instagram.
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Ballet stars are determined they will
not be bowed into playing the dying
swan to the coronavirus. From using

their sofas as a barre, keeping up their
classes by video conference, or posting
stretching tutorials on Instagram, dancers
from some of the world’s top companies
are not letting the lay up caused by the
virus erode the iron discipline they need
to keep in peak physical form.  The stars
of the American Ballet Theatre Isabella
Boylston and James Whiteside — known
for their jokey relationship — have posted
a video of them using a kitchen worktop
as a stand-in barre, while Russian Vadim
Muntagirov, a principal dancer of the
Royal Ballet in London, has thrilled fans
with a video of himself pirouetting in his
living room. 

Others are giving still more humorous
insights into their changed daily stay-at-
home routines, with Iana Salenko, star of
the Staatsballett Berlin, doing her pointes
holding her baby, or the former Paris
Opera stalwart Isabelle Guerin doing her
ironing on tippy toe. Ballet dancers grow
up with a salutary warning about keeping
in peak condition ringing in their ears.
“When I miss a class one day, I notice it.
The second day the teacher notices it. And
the third, the public can see it.” So what
happens when dancers might effectively
be laid up for weeks or months on end?
“We all have the same fear of wasting
away physically,” Hugo Marchand, the star
dancer of the Paris Opera told AFP.

Self-discipline 
Every day at 11 am since the French gov-

ernment ordered people to stay at home on
Tuesday, he and seven of his colleagues
have been hooking up for a video-confer-
enced “collective barre practice” with the
former star dancer and coach Florence
Clerc. “Ballet dancers have a lot of self-dis-
cipline but we always need a teacher to mo-
tivate us and give us little steers,” said the
dancer, who left Paris for the South of
France just before the country was put into
lockdown. “We do the exercises she tells us
to do while holding a sideboard or sofa. We
can hear the energy the others are putting
into it, and every chat and joke. It does us
all good,” said Marchand. 

But the video link-ups have their limits.
“You can’t do jumps or pirouettes on the
tiles or floorboards of a little apartment” —
the risk of injury is just too great, he added.
The star finishes off his virtual class with
stretches, press-ups and abdominal exer-
cises.  For dancers — used to strict disci-
pline from a tender age and hours of classes
even on performance days — being stuck
alone at home “is difficult to live with”. “Just
like high-level athletes, our instruments are
our bodies. For us training is a physical need
just like eating or sleeping,” Marchand said.

Fear of injury 
Many are wondering how they will

readapt when the lockdown finally ends.
“To avoid injuries, dancers certainly should-
n’t go back too quickly into the studio,” said

teacher and former Paris Opera dancer Ar-
naud Dreyfus. “It’s a bit like after maternity
leave or the summer holidays, you have to
go slowly,” he added. Dreyfus has closed his
Paris dance studio but has been posting ex-
ercises every day on Facebook for both
professional and amateur dancers to follow.
As well as young dancers from the Paris
Opera School — the “little rats” as they are
known — his followers also include per-
formers at La Scala in Milan and dancers in
the Netherlands and Belgium.

“I give the same course I do in the studio
with indications and corrections. Of course
it can be a little bit cold because we are
used to seeing the dancers refine the move-
ment live in front of us,” Dreyfus said.
Dance companies are also organizing them-
selves, with “90 directors of companies
from the Bolshoi to the Royal Ballet creating
a WhatsApp group” to share information,
Kader Belarbi of the Capitole in Toulouse
told AFP. “Everyone has the same worry:
training the dancers and when will we start
again,” said Belarbi, who is making a barre
video with his wife Laure Muret on their
terrace.  “Over the long haul even if every-
one trains at home, it won’t be enough,” said
Belarbi, who was in the middle of creating
a piece based around the French artist
Toulouse-Lautrec when the virus lockdown
struck.—AFP

“Here is the ocean, everybody!” announced Adam Du-
ford, as his guided tour of Santa Monica arrived at the
world-famous beach. But Duford was standing all

alone on the California coast, with no tourists to be found, and
making no money. The image of the Pacific ocean was being
broadcast live on social networks via his smartphone, with the
crashing waves appearing pixelated and interrupted by bad sig-
nal. The spread of the novel coronavirus has grounded flights and
prompted a statewide “stay-at-home” order — bids to prevent
the disease’s spread that have crippled tourism.  So Duford has
been forced to park his open-top buses, and try a new approach
to reach those locked in their homes.

“Without people, there is absolutely no revenue to come in, so
basically my strategy is just going into hibernation and being cre-
ative and productive... try to think positive,” the owner of Surf
City Tours told AFP. “I hope everybody is safe and social distanc-
ing,” he said at the start of his virtual tour, which he plans to run
every other day. With a phone in one hand and notebook in the
other, Duford began his tour on a pleasant spring day at “Chez
Jay,” the historic eatery where Marilyn M onroe and President
John F. Kennedy used to meet. He narrated the city’s development
from the arrival of the Spanish through the construction of the
pier which is visited by millions of people each year — but is now
closed due to the pandemic.

‘Escape’ 
California, the nation’s most populous state and the world’s

fifth-largest economy, has suffered more than 2,200 confirmed
coronavirus cases, including at least 42 deaths. This week, the
beach is empty. It is a far cry from scenes at the weekend, when
tens of thousands of Californians ignored Governor Gavin New-
som’s order to stay at home. On Monday, Newsom ordered the
closure of all parking lots at beaches and parks — a “soft closure”
to dissuade further visitors.  It is another blow to the state’s
tourism sector, which injected more than $145 billion into the
economy last year, according to Visit California. The tourism non-
profit was forecasting a 3.9 per cent growth this year before the
virus struck.

Instead, the Hollywood Walk of Fame lies deserted, with the
final attempts to round up passengers for tours of the stars’ homes
and hangouts abandoned last week. “On a week like this, spring
break is kicking into high gear, we would expect to have thou-
sands of guests,” said Duford.  He bought the company a year ago,
and has seven vehicles which he expected to roll out by now. The
two-hour tours start at $49, while the full five-and-a-half-hour
experiences cost $85. Instead, he has had to lay off seven em-
ployees.—AFP


