The art
of poise

Ismene Brown talks

to Svetlana Zakharova,
the Kirov Ballet’s
youngest ever principal

Svetlana Zakharova's rise to stardom
has more in common with the pop
world than that of ballet, in which she
is something of a child phencmencn.
She is the youngest ever principal
appointed at the great Kirov Ballet in
St Petersburg, having been

given top rank at the age of just 18.

Her long, slender limbs and
refined style reek of the sophistication
of centu of Russian dance
tradition; and already at 20, she has
the uncrackable glamour of a
veteran ballerina.

Becoming a star ballerina without
doing the usual ladder-climbing
through the corps de ballet has been
tough. Zakharova says she has no
friends in the hierarchical, competitive
Kirov. ‘For the first couple of years
| didn't really understand what being a
top ballerina meant. Now | worry
a lot about it. Every month | feel more
is being demanded of me,’ she
says glumly.

Although she can perform some
amazing feats of balance,
unfortunately she is often accused of
overdoing it. Two years ago in London,
her poetic performance as the tragic
Giselle was acclaimed by British
critics - but they didn't always like her
‘attention-seeking’ six o’clock
arabesque. ‘Sometimes, perhaps, | do

se it,’ she says looking unruffled.

‘But I'm not conscicusly planning
things. The leg just moves itself.

Criticism was the first thing the
teenage prodigy from Kiev had to
become accustomed to when
she joined the Kirov at 17. But as the
personal favourite of the director,
Makhar Vaziev, she has star billing
and will dance The Sfeeping Beauty
and other leading roles in London.

When she was 10, Zakharova was
pushed into dance by her ballet-mad
mother, and now lives with her in
St Petersburg, in a hostel for
ballerinas. She is relieved that soon
her only brother, a surgeon, will be
maoving to St Petersburg too.

‘| can't afford to buy a flat yet,
says Zakharova. Russia is a chaotic
place, and ballerinas, though well
looked after by the company, can earn
pitiful salaries.

The only time she smiles is when |
ask about her diet. ‘My mother cooks
for me!' she says delightedly. What's
her weakness? ‘Chocolate. | can
polish off a couple of big bars without
even knowing it.' She is 21 on June
10, which is only two days before the
company opens its London season,
50 there will be no chocolate birthday
cake for her. ‘Maybe next year,’
says this girl whose talent isolates her
from so much.

The Kirov Ballet is at the Royal Opera
House, London WC2 (020-7304 4000)
on June 12-27 and July 31-Aug 19




