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I am very glad that today the name Vaganova is attached to more and
more schools. When I came to America fifteen years ago I heard only the
name Cecchetti. Now more people know Vaganova, and she is taking the
place in the world where she belongs.

Introduction: Agrippina T7czganova
and Her Times

LYNN GARAFOLA

Agrippina Vaganova lived her life in the shadow of history. Great events shaped her world-from the Russian
Revolution in I9I7 to the great purges of the I930S.
As a newcomer to St. Petersburg's Imperial Ballet, she
danced for the venerable Marius Petipa and over the
years appeared in a score of his ballets, becoming a
living treasury of what critics by I9IO were calling the
"old ballet." She found her true calling only after the
revolution, when she began to teach at the former Imperial Ballet School. Here she formed the first generation of Soviet ballerinas and successfully wed the
prerevolutionary technique to postrevolutionary artis-
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tic needs. She witnessed the outpouring of creative energy that followed the
revolution and the gradual containment of that energy before political attacks that climaxed in the purges of the 1930S, when she headed the former
Imperial company, soon to be renamed the Kirov Ballet. And in the aftermath of the SecondWorldWar, when the three-year German siege of Leningrad, as St. Petersburg was then called, exacted starvation and untold suffering on the defiant city, she trained yet another brilliant constellation of
ballerinas, who continue to pass on her ideas.
Born in St. Petersburg in 1879, Agrippina Iakovlevna Vaganova grew up
in the shadow of the Maryinsky Theater, home of the Imperial Ballet and
Imperial Opera, where her father was an usher, accompanying visitors of
exalted rank to their seats. At the age of ten, "Grusha," as she was called by
friends, was admitted to the Imperial Ballet School. Eight years later, in
1897, she entered the corps of the Imperial Ballet.Vaganova felt the poverty
of her student years keenly. The earliest Imperial dancers were children of
palace servants and serfs, and although serfdom was a thing of the past by
Vaganova's time, for the most part dancers continued to come from families
of modest means, often with connections to the Imperial Theaters. However" common" the social origins of its dancers, the Maryinsky was fully an
Imperial institution, identified with the aristocracy and underwritten in its
entirety by the Ministry of the Court. The Imperial family paid frequent
visits to the Maryinsky; in 1894, for instance, Grand Duchess Xenia, with
various relatives in tow, attended a performance of Coppclia to celebrate her
name day. 1 Often the company gave performances at the Hermitage Theater, which only members of the Imperial family and its court could attend.
At one of these pelformances, in 1903, when Vaganova danced one of the
variations in the Shades act of La Ba}'adere, "the whole court," Petipa noted
in his diary, " [was] dressed in boyar style ... a splendid sight."2 From the
sweets the empress handed out to ballet students after performances to the
double-eagle Romanov emblem on the carriages that ferried them to performances, the Maryinsky remained what the Paris Opera had long ceased
to be-a court art.3
Vaganova made slow progress through the Maryinsky ranks. She was
blessed with neither beauty nor charm; in photographs she seems to be
donning the ballerina's mask of femininity. She danced in ballets and operas,
languishing in the corps until the 1901-2 season when she received her first
important role-Hebe in Petipa's one-act ballet The Awakening if Flora. The
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following season she danced one of the fairies in The Sleeping Beauty, the
next year another, and then in 1904-5 she added several roles to her repertory-the pas de trois in Paquita, Clemence in Ra},lnonda, and the lead in
another one-act Petipa ballet TIu Pearl. The Queen of the Dryads in Don
Quixote followed in 1905-6; Hoarfrost in Nikolai Legat's new version of The

Seasons in 1907; the Queen of the Nereids in TI1e Little Humpbacked Horse in
1909-10; Henriette, the second female lead, in Ra}'l11onda; and Butterfly in
Michel Fokine's Carnaval in 1910-11. Finally, in 19II, fourteen years after
joining the company, she received her first real ballerina role-Nai1a in La
Source. This was followed in 1913 by Odette-Odile in Swan Lake, in 1914 by
the Tsar-Maiden in TIu Little Humpbacked Horse, and in 1916 by the title
role in Giselle. None of these debuts was well received. Promoted to ballerina in 1915, on the very eve of her retirement, she had spent most of her
career dancing roles too insignificant to be listed in The Yearbooks of the Impe-

rial Theaters. This was a bitter disappointment to a woman of her ambition
but splendid preparation for the future teacher and company director. Although Petipa dismissed her Clemence as "awful" and her Pearl as "dreadful,"4 his work became her Bible, and she knew it inside out. She became, as
Vera Krasovskaya writes in the pages that follow, "a fervent believer" in the
"academic principles" (36) embodied in his work, in the technique that
constituted its very foundation. The" queen of variations," as she was baptized by the critic Akim Volynsky (66), made bravura or the conquest of
technique her credo.
In 1904 Petipa was forced into retirement (although the Yearbooks continued to list him as Ballet Master until he died in 1910). He was eighty-six
and had dominated the company for almost half a century. His departure
left a vacuum in the company that was not easily filled. His successor, appointed Second Ballet Master in 1905, was the thirty-six-year-old danseur
Nikolai Legat. A brilliant technician and much sought-after partner, Legat
had made a promising start as a choreographer in 1903 with TI1e Fairy Doll,
which he staged with his brother Sergei. However, Sergei slit his throat in
1905, and none of Nikolai's later productions, including The Seasons and another Petipa remake, Le Talisman (1909), as well as his own ballets Puss '/1
Boots (1906) and The Blood Red Flower (1907), showed much evidence of
originality. Flower, for instance, a "grand ballet in five acts and eight scenes:'
adhered to the conventions of a Petipa work of the I 890s. Among these was
an "animation" scene in Act III that "began with a waltz for twenty
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danseuses, fourteen danseurs, five coryphees, and four soloists," followed by
several flower variations, one of which-Orchid-was danced by Vaganova. 5 Legat liked Vaganova and cast her in all his ballets. They were friends
outside the theater (51); she studied with him, and he not only rehearsed
her in the role of Naila but also partnered her when she made her debut
(62-63). But his works identified her with a dying tradition. As Krasovskaya
writes of Le Talisman: "Here, everything from Drigo's music to Legat's choreography showed dedication to the canon but also revealed that the canon
had exhausted itself and had the static quality of a museum exhibit"
(59).
IfLegat headed the company, artistic interest focused on another cavalier,

Michel Fokine, who began to choreograph in the aftermath of the 1905
Revolution. Fokine's new works challenged the multi-act format, conventionalized pas de deux, long mime scenes, and incongruous mixing of
movement idioms typical of a "grand" Petipa ballet. He found inspiration in
the Romantic era, whose wilis and sylphs inspired Chopiniana (1907-8) or
Les Sylphides, as the ballet is known in the West. And he thrilled to the performances of Isadora Duncan, whose art, as he wrote years later in his
memoirs, "reminded us of the beauty of simple ... natural movements."6
Like Duncan, he chose music from the concert hall, dressed his women in
tunics, and made freer use of the torso. He rejected pyrotechnics and, on a
selective basis, pointe work and even turnout. He thought of arms as windows on the soul. Above all, he emphasized expressiveness.
Nothing could have been farther from Vaganova's way of dancing. In the
matter of technique, as Krasovskaya says, "Vaganova knew no rivals" (73).
But she lacked poetry and lyricism, the expressiveness and dramatic quality
that Petipa no less than Fokine had so prized in Anna Pavlova, Vaganova's
almost exact contemporary, or in the slightly younger Tamara Karsavina.
Both figured prominently in the group that crystallized around Fokine in
the revolutionary upheaval of 1905, when they pressed for creative reform
and change, and both appeared in the privately organized charity performances where most of his early works were danced. With their unorthodox
structure and partial rejection of the classical vocabulary, Fokine's works divided the company, a chasm that widened with the triumphal reception of
his ballets in Paris where they formed the centerpiece of Serge Diaghilev's
1909 Russian "season." By the following autumn the company was divided
into "two camps," Bronislava Nijinska recalled, "the 'Diaghilevtsy-Fokinisty,'
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as we were called by the other party, and the 'Imperialisty'-that is, Nikolai
Legat and ... almost all those who had not taken part in the Paris Season
[and] were strong supporters of the old established traditions . . . . The
'Imperialisty' considered Fokine to be their principal foe."7
The Paris seasons that followed Diaghilev's 1909 triumph sealed Fokine's
reputation as an innovative choreographer, a contemporary remaker of ballet. By 19II, when the Maryinsky appointed him Ballet Master (a position
also held at the time by Legat), he had created what were to become the
first twentieth-century classics-the Russian-themed Firebird (19IO) and
Petrouchka (1911), to music by Igor Stravinsky; the romantic Les S}llphides
and Carnaval (19IO); the thrillingly exotic Polovtsian Dances (1909) and
Scheherazade (1910). In the years that followed, several Fokine revivals as well
as new works entered the Maryinsky repertory. However, with the exception of Nijinska's Butterfly role in Carnaval and the mazurka in Chopiniana,
Vaganova did not appear in them. She was one of the "Imperialisty" and,
unlike Nijinska, saw no reason to change her dancing to accommodate the
plasticity of Fokine's new, expressive style. Nor, unlike many of her
Maryinsky colleagues, including the senior ballerinas Mathilde Kchessinska
and Olga Preobrajenska and numerous smaller fry, did she ever dance for
Diaghilev. Thus she never heard the music for the Stravinsky ballets he produced, nor did she witness the modernist shift that occurred on the eve of
the First World War with Vaslav Nijinsky's L'Apres-midi d'un Fa~/I1e (1912)
and The Rite of Spring (1913). Her artistic outlook was almost entirely shaped
by the traditional repertory at which she excelled.
The 1917 Revolution would challenge that outlook, as it challenged so
much else. The year, which began with the overthrow of the monarchy and
ended with the triumph of the Bolsheviks, was not a happy time for
Vaganova. Retirement did not agree with her, and on Christmas Eve her
husband, Andrei Pomerantsev, whose child she had borne out of wedlock,
shot himself by the Christmas tree. She was now the family breadwinner,
with a son and her sister's two children to support. The price of food and
firewood soared; her pension ceased. By the spring of 1918 she had returned
to the stage, performing in variety shows and revues-a comedown, to be
s~re, for a former Maryinsky ballerina, but also an opportunity not to be
disdained in cold, hungry Petersburg during those years of civil war, when
Reds and Whites fought for control of Russia's destiny, and thousands fled
across closed borders into emigration.
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Yet, amazingly, despite the terrible hardship, theatrical life flourished.
Under the aegis of Anatoly Lunacharsky, the Commissar of Enlightenment
whose portfolio included both the arts and education, the former Imperial
Theaters became national treasures, supported by the new government as
they had been by the old-except that now they belonged to the People
instead of the Court. At the Maryinsky, now renamed the State Academic
Theater of Opera and Ballet and known by the acronym CATOB, workers
replaced the wealthy and wellborn of the old Imperial audience. "The first
step ... to the democratization ... of the theater has been taken," wrote one
of the new journals after the first "popular" performance. s Workers were
joined by artists, writers, scholars, and even military men, whose "impassioned influence," in the words of Yuri Slonimsky in his wonderful reminiscence of the young Balanchine, "contributed ... to an infusion of intellectual oxygen, to an enrichment of the spiritual climate of the ballet theater."9
Within the Maryinsky the revolution marked a passing of the generations. It unseated the ballet's old guard, including Nicholas Sergeyev, the
hated chief regisseur, who left Russia in 1918 (taking with him the Stepanov
notations that he used in staging Swan Lake, Giselle, The Sleeping Beauty, and
other Imperial ballets in the West). Legat also left the company, although he
remained in Russia until 1924. With their departure power passed to the
pro-Fokine faction of liberals, even though the choreographer himself had
emigrated in early 1918. Fokine sympathizers, including Alexandre Benois,
the designer of Les Sylphides and Petrouchka, and Boris Asafiev, the composer,
critic, and Stravinsky enthusiast, sat on the repertory committee, while
Fokine followers, including Boris Romanov and Leonid Leontiev, led the
company.
Despite the material privations, and the fact that all the senior ballerinas
had left the company, the repertory was astounding. During the 1918-19
season the company danced T11e Sleeping Beauty, S~{ian Lake, Ral'l11onda,
Giselle, T11e Little Humpbacked Horse, Paquita, The Daughter of Pharaoh, and
Esmeralda-all full-lengths-in addition to several one-act ballets, including
Fokine's Eros (to the Tchaikovsky music Balanchine would use for Serenade)
and Jota Aragonesa. The following season Don Quixote, La Bayadere, and La
Fille Mal Gardee came back into repertory, along with three Fokine worksLe Pavillon d'Armide, Chopiniana, and Carnaval.lO Although a number of
Fokine ballets had entered the prerevolutionary repertory, Firebird and
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Petrouchka, two of his outstanding creations, never did because of their
Stravinsky music. (Diaghilev had commissioned these scores for the Ballets
Russes.) This ban the repertory committee was determined to lift. Its first
order of business was Petrouchka, which came to the stage in 1920, with
choreography by Leontiev "after Fokine" (Leontiev had danced the role of
the Moor in the Diaghilev production) and new designs by Benois. The following year Firebird was staged, but this time, given the absence of the choreographer and all his principal dancers, the ballet was rechoreographed by
Fedor Lopukhov. In 1922, partly in recognition of his success with Firebird,
Lopukhov was appointed the company's artistic director.
During the next eight years Lopukhov brought energy and a new sense
of direction to the rudderless company. He was both a traditionalist and a
man of the avant-garde, a passionate champion of the "old ballet" and a
radical choreographic innovator, an artist at home in the studio and an intellectual at ease with the pen. Throughout the 1920S these multiple identities coexisted peacefully. Thus in 1922, the year he produced a new version
of T11e Sleeping Beauty, he also choreographed Dance Sl'mpho/1y:The Magnificence of the Universe, a plotless work to Beethoven's Fourth Symphony that
anticipated Leonide Massine's "symphonic ballets" by a decade. He kept an
eye cocked to the West (the influence perhaps of his sister, Lydia Lopokova,
who danced for Diaghilev and married the British economist John Maynard Keynes), staging versions of Stravinsky's Pulcinella (1926) and Le Renard
(1927) within a few years of their Diaghilev premieres. He choreographed
the first Soviet ballet, The Red Whirlwind (1924), a semiabstract, metaphorical
work that presented the proletarian revolution "as a clash between the
forces of revolution and counterrevolution."ll In The Ice Maiden (1927) he
created a three-act fairy-tale ballet that was a remarkable example of new
forms renewing old themes. And with the strong support of Benois and
Asafiev, he did more than anyone else to preserve the Petipa inheritance, to
transform the" old" ballet into a genuinely" classical" legacy. As the Weekly of
the Petrograd State Academic Theaters announced in 1922, shortly after his appointment as artistic director, "the new management of the ballet has pri~arily put the most brilliant creations of Marius Petipa at the basis of the
repertory." 12
The ballets were in desperate need of repair. "For the first five years after
the revolution," the historian Elizabeth Souritz has written,
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classical ballets were shown day after day.... Not only were the scenery
and costumes worn out, but also, distortions had been introduced into
the choreography. Cutbacks in the company required a reduction of the
cast in many dances; one section would be thrown out, another hurriedly
inserted. The design was ruined and the choreography rendered meaningless. The old ballets urgently needed to be put back in order.13
Lopukhov took a creative as well as critical approach to the task. He
clipped, trimmed, and revised. But pride of place went to Petipa's original.
"Special efforts," explained the vVeekly, "are being made to carefully preserve
the original choreographic text, which during the past decade unfortunately has been quite distorted with various insertions and restorations 'according to the notation'''-an allusion to the changes that had taken place
under Sergeyev in the years before the revolution. "The goal of the management is to remove from Petipa's ballets everything borrowed and alien
that nonetheless has been accepted not only by the audience but also by
'ballet experts' as the genuine creation of Petipa." 14
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While Lopukhov tended to the repertory, Vaganova tended to the dancers. In 1920, after teaching at the school founded by one Baron Miklos and
at the Russian Ballet School founded by Volynsky (where Legat also taught),
she was recruited by her former company to teach the" class of perfection"
(96). At the same time she began to teach the first-year girls at the former
Imperial Ballet School. As more and more seasoned teachers retired or left
for the West (among them, Olga Preobrajenska, whose Paris studio became
a mecca for dancers from all over Europe),Vaganova took over their classes,
gradually becoming the teacher of the most advanced women's classes.
What began as a necessity became a vocation. She loved to teach; she was
fascinated by the process, the molding of minds, bodies, and movements, the
awakening of personality, and the way the technique of the danse d'ecole
could be made bigger, bolder, capable of ever greater bravura-or as
Krasovskaya prefers-more heroic. The first Soviet ballerinas began to
emerge from her classes-Marina Semenova, her first and most beloved,

Lopukhov's approach could be judged during the first few months of the
1922-23 season, when he unveiled not only a new production of The Sleep-

who graduated in 1925; Olga lot'dan, in 1926; and Galina Ulanova, in 1928.
Gradually her power grew; in 1927, while keeping her base in the school,
she became the company's assistant director. 17 Her strong-willed temperament and uncritical loyalty to what Krasovskaya calls "the traditional dance

ing Beauty but also revised versions of Ray11tonda, Harlequinade, and The Little
Humpbacked Horse. Arguments flared in the press, with Volynsky insisting

forms" (III) made a clash with Lopukhov inevitable.
How his multiple identities must have baffled her. She could sympathize

that only Sergeyev and Legat could save the Petipa repertory. Benois rose to
Lopukhov's defense in an article entitled "Piety or Blasphemy." Like Di-

with the "connoisseur of tradition" (II4), as Krasovskaya puts it, with his
splendid reconstruction of The Sleeping Beauty, but works like Dance Sym-

aghilev, whose 1921 London production of Beauty (or The Sleeping Princess,
as he called it) had made a number of changes in the Sergeyev text, Benois
"opposed treating ballets of the past like 'embalmed relics.'" Lopukhov's
goal, he wrote, was "not so much introducing something new, as the fact

phony or The Red Whirlwind she regarded as misguided "fantasies" (I I 5) and

that he considered it necessary to return to its former state the old choreography which, under the influence of time, had changed beyond recognition,
... and had lost even its simple, 'living' sense."15 He reintroduced pantomime

"blank symbolism" (II7), in which the choreographer "confused originality
with cleverness, drowning his valuable ideas in ... imaginary profundity"
(II4).Vaganova had no sympathy with experimentalism in any form, no patience with other movement techniques, no interest in avant-garde poetry,
painting, or music; Meyerhold and his followers were anathema. She loved

scenes and enlivened others, and choreographed missing parts in the style
of Petipa that nobody remembered. His policy of preserving the best from

stories, with clear plots, nothing murky, mystical, or suggestive. She viewed
modernism, although this is not a term Krasovskaya ever uses, as a destructive rupture, never as an instrument of renewal. She moved along well-

the past not only saved the Petipa legacy but also "modernized" it, by letting
the weakest ballets die quietly, reducing the once huge casts, and restoring
"gems" to pristine condition. Except for The Nutcracker, which he "cor-

trodden pathways, grounding her innovations in the safe and familiar. "She
believed," writes Krasovskaya, "in solid and lasting workmanship" (II9).
Nevertheless Vaganova, despite her rhetoric, was not averse to change.

rected" in 1923 and reconceived in 1929, his judgment was remarkably
sound. 16

From early on she not only taught classical technique but also extended it,
just as Balanchine would do, albeit with a different emphasis, in the United
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States in the 1950S and 1960s. Even her coaching had a revisionist element.
Thus in 1925, when Vladimir Ponomarev, who taught the advanced boys'

In another article, Gvozdev called for "ballet's liberation from pure formalism and deep-seated aesthetic habits." Theatrical dance, he reminded read-

classes, staged La Source for the school's graduation performance, Vaganova
revised her old role of Nai1a in rehearsals with Semenova. Vaganova also
coached the ballerina when she made her debut in Swan Lake, which she
danced "with outbursts of heroic intonations" (126) that vindicated Va-

ers, was "an expressive art, rich in content" (135). The following year, joined
by the critic Ivan Sollertinsky, he launched a full-scale offensive against the
school, setting out "a plan for radical reform that would transform the old

ganova's own somewhat eccentric reading of the ballet. Such changes lay in
details, not the larger concept; she "created," as Valentina Litvinoff later
wrote, "within an established form and worked within its laws."18 The choreography itself remained untouched; what updated the role and gave it a
contemporary inflection was the dancer. In the decade to come this would
cease to be the case, and Vaganova's revisionism would abandon the preservationist policy laid out in the early 1920S.
By the end of the decade Lopukhov had come under serious political and

theater school into a school of modern Soviet dance theater." Its sins were
many. It was the offspring of foreign masters; its teaching method was the
"obsequious reproduction of exercises," which, among other things, deprived students of creativity and of the ability to perceive movement as a
means of emotional expression (145). By the end of 1928 the attacks had
assumed an overtly political tone; in one article, entitled "Imperial or Soviet?" the very loyalty of the school was called into question. "So far, eleven
years of Soviet power have been unable to drive out the old order and the

artistic attack. Conservatives such as Vaganova-who had maintained a
stance of neutrality toward him in the mid- I 920s-now turned against him.
The last straw for her was his new production of The Nutcracker (1929),

dead spirits of the past" (145). By 1929 Gvozdev was equating both the
nineteenth-century repertory and the ballet audience with anti-Sovietism.
"The old traditions," he wrote in Red Gazette, "are not only supported by
people from former times, but very often by those who cannot possibly

which had Snowflakes dressed as chorus girls doing splits. He was sullying
the purity of classical dance. So Vaganova, as Krasovskaya puts it, "joined the
camp ofLopukhov's adversaries" (149).Within a year Lopukhov was relieved

have belonged to those times. This ambivalent position, taken by some in
the Soviet public, the circumvention of certain aspects in judgments ofballet, and the persistence of old opinions among the dancers has led to indeci-

of his duties.Vaganova's horror is not to be doubted. But it could hardly have
been the only reason for her shift in loyalties. Since the premiere of The Ice
Maiden in 1927, critics such as Alexei Gvozdev had singled Lopukhov out,

siveness in the search for new ideas, hesitation among the young artists, and
some general confusion within the ballet theater" (148). By 1930, when The

assailing what they perceived as the formalism of his work and its lack of
expressive content. "If you look at [such] dances [of 777e Ice Maiden] from a
purely formal point of view," he wrote in Red Gazette (Krasnaia gazeta),
and believe that, like pure music, movement exists for the sake of movement, you can see the innovation. However, as soon as we approach the
dance's content and its emotional expressiveness, everything appears in a
different light. If, from this point of view, classical dance is a formal and
inexpressive art, then, unfortunately, the new dance remains the same. It is
refreshed by acrobatics, made more dynamic and to a certain degree
brought closer to modern artistic taste. But in essence it remains the same
purely formal combination of movements characteristic of the old ballet.
... In other words, there is no content here, only the same bare form
renewed by acrobatics. (133-34)

Golden Age (choreographed by Vasily Vainonen, Leonid Yakobson, and Vladimir Chesnakov) came to the stage, it was denounced for its "dance images
of a decadent-expressionist nature" (159)-a reference to the Charlestondancing Westerners pitted against teams of Soviet athletes. Bolt, about a
hoodlum who schemed to sabotage a factory's production plan, was Lopukhov's last work with the company he had led for nearly a decade. The
theme was contemporary, but, as in 771e Golden Age, the treatment was often
satiric. Better to be serious-and safe-like Vaganova.
For musicians, too, it was an era of uncertainty. In 1928 Serge Prokofiev
learned that "directorial struggles" were making for "troubled times" at the
Maryinsky and that the production of his opera 771e Gambler was indefinitely postponed. 19 By 1929 the Russian Association of Proletarian Musicians (RAPM) was in the ascendant, calling on readers of its journal to "oppose the influence of decadent bourgeois music among young Soviet
musicians," while "impress[ing] on them the necessity of absorbing the best,
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the healthiest and the most acceptable ideological elements of the musical
legacy of the past."20 By now Prokofiev knew that many of his works,
which could easily be labeled Western as well as modernist, had been removed from programs. It was around this time, too, that Petrouchka, with its
Stravinsky score, disappeared from the Maryinsky stage. 21
The attack on Lopukhov (and other modernists) took place against the
backdrop of Stalin's First Five-Year Plan. Adopted in 1928, the Plan aimed
to transform Russia virtually overnight into a modern industrial country
through a frenzied program of construction. The task was heroic; it demanded that workers meet quotas and celebrated those who exceeded
them, who were baptized Stakhanovites; saboteurs, whether real or imagined, were hunted down and punished. Political repression had been a fact
of Soviet life since the civil war, and in the early 1920S the Cheka (as the
postrevolutionary secret police was called) arrested many former tsarist officers and others of dubious loyalty. Although numerous members of the
prerevolutionary elite had emigrated, many still remained in Russia, where
their specialized knowledge and expertise found them a place in the new
order.
In 1928 the Shakhty affair, in which fifty-five engineers and technicians
were arrested and tried on charges of sabotage, touched off an assault on the
so-called bourgeois specialists that was followed by a massive ideological
campaign against "class enemies." The cultural "soft line" espoused by
Lunacharsky-with such positive benefits for ballet-gave way to a vast
wave of purges throughout the educational system that claimed victims
among students as well as faculty. By the time it ended in 1932 the party's
hold on educational institutions had tightened, Lunacharsky had gone, and
numerous students of intelligentsia and bourgeois origins had been expelled. 22 Although the purges seem only minimally to have affected the ballet school, where many of the teachers (including Vaganova) had impeccable
proletarian origins, the accompanying drive to enhance ideological purity
could be felt in the escalating attacks on the repertory and the school. References to "caste clannishness and exclusiveness" (161), for instance, clearly
echoed the ideology of proletarianization, while shifting its cause away from
social origins. In fact, despite new recruitment strategies (which had enabled talented students like Vakhtang Chabukiani, the great male virtuoso of
the 1930S, to enter the school at a later than customary age), many dancers
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(including Ulanova) came from families with multigenerational ties to the
former Imperial Theaters.
In 193 I Vaganova was appointed artistic director of the Leningrad ballet
company. The moment was far from propitious. Although the "cultural
revolution" was receding, politics was intruding ever more insistently on
repertory choices, collaborative relationships, and the creative process. Everyone was falling into step, including Vaganova. She was willing to accommodate herself to the new regime, to make compromises, to stand by when
Viktor Semenov, the director of what was now called the Leningrad Choreographic School, was dismissed in 1929 (147), and to program character,
acrobatic, and "free" dances along with Petipa's one-act ballet, The Seasons, at
the graduation performance in 1931. And, given her antipathy to modernism, she was content-at least initially-to preside over the creation of the
drambalet, or choreodrama, narrative-driven works, often based on classical
literature, with clear social content, ethnographic color, and the active involvement of theater directors, especially as librettists. Among the latter was
Sergei Radlov, a protege of Meyerhold's studio and an outstanding director
of opera (among his productions was Prokofiev's The LoveforThree Oranges),
and the playwright Nikolai Volkov, both of whom sat on the theater's repertory committee. Other members were Asafiev, the designer and scenarist
Vladimir Dmitriev, and Vaganova. Although Radlov, Dmitriev, and Asafiev
had been modernists in the 1920S, they were now rapidly abandoning the
"frivolous" experiments of that decade and embracing what Krasovskaya
calls "serious content" (165). Such content was to be found in the past and
especially in works of classical literature.
In the next three years Radlov worked closely with Vaganova in developing the new ballet repertory. The first of their efforts to see the day was The
Flames of Paris (1932), a thrilling panorama of the French Revolution choreographed by Vainonen to a score of period music orchestrated by Asafiev.
Two years later came The Fountain of Bakhchisarai, inspired by the Alexander
Pushkin tale of a Polish heroine carried off by the Tartar hero and stabbed
by one of his jealous wives. The score, again, was by Asafiev, and the choreography by Rostislav Zakharov, who had studied stage direction with
Radlov. Other choreodramas followed-Lost fllusions (1936), based on the
novel by Honore de Balzac, which again teamed Zakharov with Asafiev;
Katerina (1936), a new version of Lopukhov's 1927 Serf Ballerina choreo-
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graphed by Leonid Lavrovsky; Partisan Days (1937), a tale of Reds and
Whites fighting in the Crimea during the civil war choreographed by
Vainonen. But the union of dance and drama-the explicit goal of the new
form-seemed ever more elusive.
In 1934 Vaganova outlined what she regarded as her chief responsibilities.
The first was to "preserve and revive ballets of classical heritage"; the second
to develop young choreographers; the third to promote young performers
(188). By this time she had completed her revision of Esmeralda, a gem of
the classical repertory, choreographed by Jules Perrot, revised by Petipa, that
had miraculously survived the revolution. "The goals of this reconstruction," she wrote in a collection of articles published for the premiere in
1935, "are ... to bring the ballet's coloring, action, and images as close as
possible to Victor Hugo's wonderful novel; to make the plot development as
clear as possible, and the characters, passions, situations, and general historical atmosphere as realistic as possible. Esmeralda should be a romantic social
drama, revealing its ideas and images through the language of high dance
art" (189). The emphasis throughout was on social content, on critical realism: "We are trying to portray Esmeralda's image as realistically and truthfully as possible. We would like to show her as a simple girl of the people"
(190). New music was commissioned from Reinhold Gliere and patched
into the score by Cesare Pugni, with additions by Riccardo Drigo. Scenes
were reconceived and characters reinvented to emphasize their social origins and moral strengths or shortcomings. The high point came in the second act, where Vaganova choreographed a virtuosic pas de deux for
Ulan ova and Chabukiani on the theme of Diana and Acteon, one of her
few dances to survive. Although the story was largely unchanged, Perrot and
Petipa had pretty much gone.
Vaganova's revision of Swan Lake was less thoroughgoing but far more
controversial. Unlike Esmeralda, it was a masterpiece of the nineteenthcentury Russian repertory, with an outstanding score by Tchaikovsky and an
uninterrupted performance history. The scenario of the new version was inspired by the series of novels called The Star), of a Young Man in the Nineteenth
Centur), that Maxim Gorky began publishing in the early 1930S. The story
was transformed, the focus shifted from Odette to the melancholic count,
the offspring of a declining noble family. The Swan he pursues at the lake
personifies eternally youthful femininity. Her dream haunts him relentlessly
and keeps him from marrying the daughter of a neighboring landowner,
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which ultimately leads to his destruction. The scenarist was Dmitriev, who
also designed the production; Asafiev was in charge of the score, which restored numerous passages cut from the old production but also substituted
the overture to Tchaikovsky's opera Voyevoda for the customary one. Radlov,
drawing on his experience as a stage director, worked to strengthen the dramatic logic.
Vaganova kept the Act II lakeside scene intact. But she cut the mime
scene in which Odette "explains" to Siegfried the story of her enchantment. As she explained in an interview published the day of the premiere,
"We had to get rid of the stereotyped pantomime scenes and gestures, unclear and alien to contemporary audiences" (171). InAct III she introduced
new variations as well as a dance scene in which a girl in a swan mask
evoked the memory of Odette, and cast a second ballerina as her rival,
dressing the latter in a bright red tunic. In the last act the Swan died in the
arms of her repentant lover; he stabbed himself, and a stuffed bird, an effigy
of his love, rose to the stage through a trapdoor. Odette was the infinitely
moving Ulanova, with Konstantin Sergeyev, her usual partner, as the yearning, romantic count; Olga Iordan, a strong technician with a fiery personality, played Odile.
These efforts coincided with the advent of socialist realism, which became official Soviet policy in 1934. Henceforth Soviet writing was to be
rooted in a truly international people's literature. Shakespeare, Dickens,
Stendhal, and Twain were high on the list of admissible classics, while experimental writers such as Joyce and Proust were proscribed. 23 This purging
of the literary canon had little impact on Vaganova, whose artistic tastes
were conservative. Nor was she likely to be disturbed by the constraints
placed on composers, who now had literary guidelines to follow in their
choice of subjects for the theater. 24 Indeed, among the many shifts in Soviet
ballet ofthe 1930S was the revival of the nineteenth-century practice of using "specialist composers," in-house employees like Asafiev, who provided
music for numerous works. Rather, what alarmed her in the most recent
ballets was the shift away from classical dancing in favor of dramatic realism
and national dances (the latter emphasis corresponded to the new political
lin~ on "nationalities"). There was less and less for her protegees to dance,
and what dances fell to their lot were "colorless and empty" (202). Thus, in
Lost fl/usions, Lucien's love for the dancer Coralli (played by Ulanova) was
conveyed almost entirely through acting and dramatic gesture, while in
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Katerina, the heroine's role had very few dances, even though she was a ballerina. No wonder Ulanova complained, in 1936, that "there was almost
nothing to dance in the new ballets" (201). According to Krasovskaya, this
promptedVaganova to "suspend the experiments in choreodrama" (201), although works along these lines, including The Heart of the Mountains (1938),
Laurencia (1939), and Romeo and Juliet (1940), continued to be produced up
to the Second World War.
Krasovskaya makes the point again and again that Vaganova's goal was to
preserve the classical legacy. But how well did she do this? On her watch
fewer Petipa ballets were danced than at any time in the past. Except for
Chopiniana, all of Fokine's work vanished25 and all of Lopukhov's and what
little remained of Perrot, while much of her Swan Lake obliterated Petipa
and Ivanov. The new version of Raymonda that came to the stage in 1938with choreography by Vainonen and a scenario by Yuri Slonimsky inspired
by the historical novels of Sir Walter Scott-had much the same effect. Initially Vaganova welcomed the shift in artistic direction as a means of defeating Lopukhov and the modernists. By 1936, however, even she had to wonder if choreodrama posed a far greater threat to the continued vitality of
classical dance, although this was not a question that she would raise
publically.
The year 1934 was a momentous one forVaganova. She received the coveted title of People's Artist of the Russian Soviet Federal Socialist Republic.
A Department of Pedagogy opened at the school, and her book, Basic Principles of Classical Ballet, appeared. Written with the assistance of Lyubov Blok
(widow of the poet Alexander Blok) , it quickly became the most influential
treatise on classical pedagogy published in decades. Vaganova's book transformed ballet teaching throughout the Soviet Union, systematizing it and
giving it a truly national character, one that was both contemporary and
Soviet. Anatole Chujoy translated the book into English, and Dance, a forerunner of Dance Magazine, began publishing monthly excerpts inJune 1937.
Chujoy's translation, supplemented by new material, appeared in book form
in 1946 and remains the basis for all English-language editions. 26 The volume was the fi'uit of Vaganova's thinking up to the early 1930S. Its gestation
thus coincided with the" cultural revolution" of the late I 920S and with attacks on ballet as a "foreign" art. In underscoring the uniquely Russian aspects of her system and distinguishing them from French and Italian ante-
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cedents, Vaganova was mounting a nationalist defense of ballet, while also
explaining technical differences.
The year 1934 was momentous for another reason. In December Sergei
Kirov, the head of the Leningrad party organization and a popular figure in
the city, was assassinated. The secret order came from Stalin, who used
Kirov's death as an excuse to unleash a vast wave of terror. The purges
started in Leningrad and quickly spread to the rest of the country. Noone
was safe. People in all walks of life were picked up, accused of right or left
"deviationism," of spying for France, Germany, Poland,Japan, and even the
British press baron Lord Beaverbrook, of being a "wrecker," "Wrangelist,"
"nationalist," or "terrorist," an "enemy of the people" who had to be shot or
shipped to camps in the country's far-flung GulagY In the theater world
one of the first to fall was Radlov, who was "relieved" of his post as artistic
director less than a month after Kirov's assassination. 28 It is hard to believe
that Radlov was the company's only victim. "Actresses and ballerinas are frequently mentioned in the camp literature," notes Robert Conquest in The
Great Terror. "A typical arrest was under Article 58, Section 6, of a ballerina
who attended a dinner arranged by foreign admirers."29 In her camp memoir,Journey into the vVhirlwind, Eugenia Ginzburg recalled performances in a
camp in the Soviet Far East where "former ballerinas took off their coarse
jackets and sandals and put on gauze skirts to show off their art to [their
jailors],"30 Maya Plisetskaya, the future Bolshoi star, was a student at the
Moscow ballet school in 1937, when both her parents were arrested. "I was
not the only one," she wrote in a memoir published in 1994. "Many in my
class had lost their parents in the same sweet Stalinist manner."3!
The arrest of Ekaterina Geidenreikh in 1942, during the German siege
of Leningrad, touched Vaganova personally. Geidenreikh, a former Maryinsky soloist who had taught at the school since 1925, was arrested in the
Leningrad dormitory where she lived with other theater workers. She was
accused of "counterrevolutionary activity," for saying (among other things)
within earshot of an informer that "in the old times the poorest peasant
lived better than we do now under the Soviet regime."32 Geidenreikh was
sentenced to ten years of confinement at a labor camp in the Perm region.
Aiter six months, however, she was mysteriously released, and although
there is no documentary proof, it seems likely that Vaganova, who had been
evacuated to Perm with the Kirov, pulled the necessary strings. Vaganova
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tional reputation.
The fate of Lopukhov's Bright Stream (1935) underscored the prevailing
uncertainty. The ballet, which had music by Dmitry Shostakovich, was set

novelist Boris Pasternak in 1936, "no one understands anything and everyone fears something." 36 Who would be the next to go? In the rapidly shifting
sands of Stalinist cultural politics, what was politically safe? At a time when
"old Bolsheviks" were being rounded up and condemned for treason in
"show trials," what was the correct position in a ballet like Partisan Days,

on a collective farm, a fi'aught subject given the high price of collectivization but one that Lopukhov and his collaborator chose to treat lightly. In

which depicted Reds and Whites during the civil war? No wonder Vainonen
kept "switching episodes, shifting dances, and removing whole numbers"

February 1936, months after its successful premiere at Leningrad's Maly
Theater and weeks after its first performance at the Bolshoi, the ballet was
viciously attacked in Pravda, the official Soviet newspaper. The unsigned
editorial, "Balletic Falsity," upbraided Shostakovich and his collaborators for

(209). Productions were put off, including Romeo and Juliet, Prokofiev's first
major work since returning to live in the Soviet Union. The composer had
worked closely with Radlov on the libretto, and by 1935 the music was ready.

urged party officials in Perm to hire Geidenreikh to teach in the city's
newly reorganized ballet school, which under her direction acquired a na-

their portrayal of life on a collective farm, their "arrogant" avoidance of folk
songs, games, and dances, and for "reckon[ing] that our public ... will swallow everything that nimble and impertinent people cook up for it."33 Like

But not until 1940 would the ballet actually be produced.
By then, of course, Vaganova was no longer the Kirov's artistic director.
She continued to teach and rehearse the dancers, but her focus had shifted
to the school, to the daily round of exercises at the barre and in the center

the composer's opera Lady Macbeth if the Mtsensk District, condemned only
days earlier in another unsigned Pravda editorial, "Muddle instead of Music,"
The Bright Stream vanished from the stage. In the weeks and months to
come, "the shock waves rippled steadily outward in Soviet culture." 34 Within

where the practice of classical dance was free of dangerous politics. Here she
could pour her energy and decant her passion, speak up or remain silent. As

a month Vaganova had joined the attack. "The ... error of the authors of
The Bright Stream," she wrote in Red Gazette, "consists precisely in the fact
that their kind of classical dance is indifferent to action, periods, subject, or

Vera Krasovskaya, the author of the biography that follows, was the preeminent historian of the St. Petersburg ballet for nearly forty years. She

anything else.Any of these divertissements may be shown in The Bright Stream
or another ballet. An attempt to create a Soviet ballet with such classical
dance is to discredit both the theme and classical dancing as a whole." Referring to T11e Flames

if Paris, her new versions

of Swan Lake and Esmeralda,

and Lost niusions, she continued:
All our works are based on the principle of parallel development of the
scenic and musical dramaturgy. The plot is expressed in action through
music and dance. Musical themes, leitmotifs and melodies are intangibly
linked to the main ideas of the spectacle. And here again The Bright Stream
did not undertake the correct path of musical dramaturgy that is connected with the action. No, it is a score of separate numbers among
which one loses sight altogether of the incoherent fragments of the plot. 35
In December 1937Vaganova was relieved of her duties as artistic director.
Her authority was declining, even among the ballerinas, and in discussions
she tended to hold her peace. "Everything has become confused," wrote the
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always, she sensed which way the political wind was blowing. She held her
tongue and survived.

published her first major work, Russian Ballet Theater from the Beginning to the

Middle if the Nineteenth Century, in 1958, and its sequel, Russian Ballet Theater
if the Second Half if the Nineteenth Century, in 1963. This was followed, after a
lapse of nearly a decade, by the magisterial, two-part Russian Ballet Theater at

the Beginning if the 'Rventieth CenturJI (197 1-72), and in short order by several
other works-Soviet Ballet Theater, 1917-1967 (1976), History of Russian Ballet
(1978), and the three-volume Western European Ballet Theater (1981-83).37
Krasovskaya's work held to the highest Soviet standards. It was richly
documented and thoroughly researched, clearly presented and narrowly
conceived-a history of official institutions and elite artistic practices. At
the center of this story was St. Petersburg's Maryinsky ballet, founded in the
eighteenth century and known at various times as the Imperial Ballet, the
Kirov Ballet, and now the Maryinsky Ballet Company. Like many Soviet intellectuals, Krasovskaya was dismissive of popular, commercial, and middlebrow culture, and fundamentally uninterested in developments beyond the
official or "academic" stage. She viewed ballet as an apostolic succession, to
borrow Lincoln Kirstein's phrase, a sequence of institutions and individuals
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whose purpose was the preservation of the past and the transmission of tradition. She celebrated continuity, wedding this to a vision of aristocracy, in-

vaganova and Her Times

timately linked to St. Petersburg, that a lifetime in Soviet Russia could not
destroy.

came exquisitely transformed. Her gentle arms and finely molded legs
concealed the strength of well-trained muscles, as her body flowed and
sang, creating an ideal contour of each pose. But something slipped away
and hid when the viewer attempted to penetrate this mermaid's deep

In addition to these scholarly works, Krasovskaya wrote several books of a

waters, where the timid reserve and aloofuess of Ulanova's arabesque

more popular nature. These included biographies of Vakhtang Chabukiani
(1956),Anna Pavlova (1964),Vaslav Nijinsky (1974),Nikita Dolgushin (1985),
and her last such effort, published in 1989, on Agrippina Vaganova. 38 In these
books she adopted a more informal voice; she tried to get inside her characters, explore their psychology, explain what made them tick, while celebrating their achievements as artists and their contributions to Russian dance.
Krasovskaya also wrote criticism; indeed, some of the most eloquent passages
in this book are descriptions of dancers she watched over the years and especially admired. Finally, she contributed reviews and other articles to Western
publications, including Dance News, Dance Perspectives, and Dance Chronicle.
Born in 1915 in St. Petersburg, Krasovskaya came to writing from a career
at the former Maryinsky Theater. She studied at the Leningrad Choreographic School, and from 1933 to 1941 she danced with the Kirov Ballet, as
the company was renamed in 1935. It was as a dancer that she came to know
Vaganova, acquired an intimate knowledge of her productions, and observed
in rehearsal and performance the dancers who brought them to life. This
firsthand knowledge gives the book its distinctive texture. There are richly
detailed accounts of long-forgotten ballets, including Vaganova's own controversial stagings of Esmeralda and Swan Lake, in which the author herself
danced. She conjures to life the ballerinas of the late 1920S and 1930SMarina Semenova, Vaganova's first and most beloved student, Natalia
Dudinskaya, and Krasovskaya's own favorite, Galina Ulanova. This was the
first generation of ballerinas trained by Vaganova, and also the first Soviet
ballerinas; they carried on the inheritance of the past, while renewing it. Her
evocation of Ulan ova's arabesque is close to poetry:
As the meaning of ordinary words becomes transformed in the lyrics of
great poets, so the ordinary appearance of movements changed in
Ulanova's dance. This change was elusive, and Ulanova's arabesque, extolled countless times, never completely revealed the secret of its effects
to anyone. Her arabesque was beautiful because her childlike form be-
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lured you but would not let you in. (141)
Like her book on Nijinsky, which was published in English in 1979, Vc!ganova:A DanceJourney is not a conventional biography. To be sure it draws on
a lifetime of research and years of lived experience, but it also employs a
number of fictional devices to tell its story. Episodes are made up.A regisseur
calls Vaganova to the stage; critics prattle on during intermissions-actions
that may have happened but cannot be documented. Throughout the book
we are privy to Vaganova's thoughts.We are told what she observed and what
struck her to the quick, what made her happy and what disappointed her,
what she said and felt, and how she perceived the world around her. The
result is to sentimentalize Vagariova's life, to soften the edges of her strongwilled nature and sometimes caustic tongue, to mask her driving ambition,
to transform her career into a personal, exemplary journey. Sometimes the
author identifies so completely with her subject that it is hard to know
whether the thoughts attributed to Vaganova are really hers. At other times
she takes pains to separate herself from her subject, to "explain" and even
excuse what she perceives as Vaganova's misguided ideas or wrong-headed
opinions, above all in her attitude toward Lopukhov and choreodrama. Even
if Vaganova failed to see the error of her ways, Krasovskaya wants to make
sure her readers do-a very Soviet attitude. Because of the "popular" nature
of the book, there are no citations for the meaty excerpts from reviews that
flesh out the narrative and give it historical depth.
Vc!ganova was written toward the end of Krasovskaya's life. By the time it
was published in 1989, glasnost had opened the intellectual sightlines of
Russian life, freeing the press and allowing unfettered public discussion of
long-taboo subjects, including modernism and the purges of the 1930S. This
new openness is absent from Krasovskaya's book. The words "terror" and
"purge" are never uttered; there is no mention of socialist realism, no explanation of what happened to Lopukhov's Bright Stream, no allusion, however
indirect, to dismissals, disappearances, or deaths. It may well be that Kras-
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ovskaya wrote Vaganova several years before its publication, conceiving it
during the so-called era of stagnation when censors combed all manuscripts
prior to publication for the least ideological error.
The effect of this self-censorship is to sidestep the thorny political issues
of the book, including Vaganova's evident accommodation with Stalinist
cultural politics, her willingness to go along with socialist realism, her active
support of choreodrama, her mixed record in preserving the Petipa, Ivanov,
and Fokine legacies, her probable collusion in Lopukhov's downfall, her
toughness and political savvy, the fact that she was a survivor. To raise these
questions today is not to diminish Vaganova's achievement but rather to assess it within the context of her times. Who today can imagine the pressures
that weighed on her? The choices she was compelled to make? The silences
she had to keep, the words she was told to say? Did she feel the noose tightening around her neck? Did she lie awake at night listening for jackboots
on the stairs? We will never know. The miracle is that she stayed alive and
kept faith with what she most deeply believed in-the making of dancers
and the beauty of classical movement.

ONE
Theater Street

St. Petersburg-a city of horizontal lines. Its palaces,
arches, bridges, its intricate wrought iron fencing all
seem to continue the smooth perspective of its rivers,

Note: In transliterating Russian names, I have followed a modified version of the Library of Congress system, although for individuals known in the West under a variant
of their original names, I have chosen to use the familiar form: hence, Preobrajenska
and Fokine, as opposed to Preobrazhenskaia and Fokin, and Lydia Lopokova instead of
Lidiia Lopukhova, although her brother, who remained in Russia, appears as Fedor
Lopukhov.

tributaries, and canals. Smoothness has always been integral to the image of the St. Petersburg Ballet. Like the
city that magically drew foreign architects to its character, the ballet influenced visiting choreographers and
teachers. The French and Italians, proud of their reputation in the arts, began to reappraise their values without
noticing it themselves. The flamboyance of French
dance was softened by the intonations of restraint and
calm. The precision and brightness of Italian technique

