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This project reimagines Rusalka, the water spirit from Antonin Dvorak's 1900 opera, by intertwining its themes of humanity versus nature with the haunting historical context of the
Chernobyl disaster. The Slavic myth of the Rusalka, a spirit caught between worlds, finds new resonance in the Exclusion Zone, a place where human presence has faded, yet nature
thrives in defiant resurgence. Drawing inspiration from Rusalka Week, an ancient Slavic ritual where straw dolls were adorned, cast away, and burned, the costume reflects this cyclical
process of destruction and renewal. Rusalka strips away her woven belt, sleeves, headpiece, and root-like braids to integrate into the human world, only to rediscover them in Act 3,
when she embraces her true nature once more. At its core, this interpretation speaks to the resilience of both nature and the human spirit. The Samosely, those who returnéd to
Chernobyl despite the risks, mirror Rusalka's liminal existence in Act 3, refusing to relinquish their connection to the land. Their defiance against displacement, like plants and
wildlife's slow reclamation of the Zone, underscores an enduring bond between humanity and nature. The opera's music deepens this narrative. In Act 1, Rusalka's "Song to the
Moon" is not just a plea for love but a reflection of displacement, echoing those uprooted by disaster. As she enters the human world in Act 2, Dvorak's warm, folk-inspired themes
give way to colder, chromatic harmonies, symbolising her alienation. By Act 3, as Rusalka rediscovers her discarded elements, the music returns to the eerie, nature-infused soundscape
of Act 1, but now darker, mirroring Chernobyl's ghostly ruins. The tragic conclusion embodies nature's quiet, unstoppable resurgence, making the opera's music active in this tale of
exile, survival, and renewal. ;

Garsington Opera’s Pavilion, set against the Chiltern Hills, provides an ideal setting for a reimagined Rusalka Opera that explores the fragile relationship between humanity and nature.
Garsington presents four operas each summer, allowing audiences to experience performances while immersed in the surrounding landscape (Garsington Opera, 2025). This unique
setting only highlights the themes of wildlife, rural life, and ancient craft traditions, making it the perfect stage for a Chernobyl-influenced Rusalka production. By relocating Rusalka

to the Chernobyl Exclusion Zone, this adaptation deepens the opera’s exploration of a world where human absence has allowed nature to reclaim its power. The stark contrast between
destruction and renewal becomes even more poignant in the Pavilion’s open setting, where the tension between human presence and the natural environment is vivid. The production
would highlight how nature persists and flourishes, even in places scarred by catastrophe, which will be heightened with the audience’s ability to witness the landscape beyond the stage
(Corney & Barrow, 2023). In my storyboards, Rusalka’s world is visually divided between distressed organic environments (where she interacts with Jezibaba) and harsh industrial spaces
(where she lives with the Prince). The Pavilion’s open setting creates a dynamic interplay between these contrasting worlds. For example, at dusk, silhouettes of real trees could blend into
the stage design, deepening the sense of a forested landscape reminiscent of the Chernobyl forest. Likewise, the trees and sky could be subtly lit to merge with Rusalka’s world, extending
her reality beyond the stage and immersing the audience in this haunting, atmospheric adaptation.

In the workshop, the costume effectively conveyed Rusalka’s deep connection to her natural environment. Her braids functioned as an extension of herself and an integral part of her

world, seamlessly blending the character with her surroundings’ Inspired by ancient Slavic witchcraft dolls, the costume gave her a doll-like appearance, reinforcing themes of mysticism

and transformation. As Rusalka danced and evolved, she became increasingly intertwined with the references that inspired her. Her playfulness and naivety in Act 1 were expressed

through her ability to interact with her costume as if it were a separate character. Each component could be removed, transformed, and manipulated, allowing the costume to function

as an individual presence and a part of the set design. This dynamic approach resulted in a more nuanced and prolonged transformation than initially envisioned. If I were to refine one
aspect of the costume, it would be the sleeves. While conceptually cohesive with the overall design, their shape was not as flattering on the performer in motion. Given more time, I would
redesign this element to enhance its functionality. Working with material performativity was a new and valuable design method for me. The concept of the braids enveloping Rusalka’s body
first emerged during the maquette workshop, and through further development, I refined this idea into a more cohesive textile structure for the final costume. Similarly, material collages of
character costume drawings allowed me to explore each character’s transformation through the textiles they were composed of. Assigning specific materials to the two worlds and creating
interplay became the most effective way to build my interpretation of the Rusalka universe. This material world-building and character breakdown significantly influenced the final costume’s
realisation. The breakdown process shaped material choices and silhouette construction, ensuring the design aligned with the character’s journey. However, it was during the toiling process
that the costume came to life. Notably, certain elements that worked well in two-dimensional sketches, such as the sleeves, did not translate effectively onto the moving body. This experience
has provided valuable insights for future costume projects. Moving forward, I plan to incorporate more three-dimensional visualisations earlier in the design process, allowing me to
anticipate construction challenges and ensure compatibility with movement-based performances from the beginning.
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- Garsington Opera Company presents four performances
in the summer period each year in the
Opera pavilion on Chiltern Hills (Garsington Opera, 2025)
- Setting of the space enables the audience
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in their productions (Corney & Barrow, 2023)
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Chelushkin, Alice’s A
dventures in Wonderland, 2018

Rogozhkin, The Third Planet, 1991

Zaitsev, Bunker Alsu-2" (‘Object 221°), 2012
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Madlevskaya, 19th Century Necklace
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Costume Sketch, 1922 Museum, 2017




Varlamov, 90’s Street Photography, Moscow, 2018
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Jones, Chernobyl:
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Rodchenko, Costume
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Maiorov, Chernobyl Exclusion Zone, 2021

Russian Ethnographic Museum,
20th Century Udmurt Doll, 2019
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Century Ukrainian Headdress
Kapilushnya, 2019
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Setting: Abandoned building in Chernobyl
Plot: Asking for a spell

Sound: Almost silent

Emotion: Nervous

Music: “Staleta moudrost tva vsechno vi”

Untermaierhofer, Pripyat Middle School Mural, 2020




Storyboard 2! Rusdlka and. Prine
Possible Set Descon Materiats —s

Setting: Industrial station in Chernobyl
Plot: Why are you so cold?

Sound: Mechanical noises

Emotion: Distressed

Music: “Jiz tyden dlis mi po boku”
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