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Nina Vyroubova, who has died in Paris aged 86, was an exotic and pivotal figure in the
creative resurrection of French ballet after the Second World War; she was also the first
ballerina Rudolf Nureyev partnered on his defection to the West, though they had a
furious row at the curtain call which sparked animosity that lasted for five years.

When Russia's most explosive young talent defected in June 1961, during the Kirov
Ballet's long-awaited Western debut, he was quickly engaged by a Venezuelan marquis,
who ran a starry private company in Paris, to partner Nina Vyroubova in The Sleeping
Beauty at the Champs-Elysées Theatre a week later.

Appearing before a packed audience of noisy fans, photographers, Communist agitators
and police, Nureyev embellished his final solo with some spectacular extra steps not in
the original text. Vyroubova was outraged, and berated him behind the curtains for
unprofessionalism and scene-stealing.

But although she refused to speak to him for five years, she did not let it cloud her
judgment. After his visit to London later that year to dance with Margot Fonteyn for the
first time, Nina Vyroubova conceded that Nureyev was becoming more "princely".

As a child who had fled Soviet Russia with her widowed mother and grandmother to
join the illustrious émigré community in Paris after the Bolshevik Revolution, Nina
Vyroubova was brought up in a circle that included several of the Tsar's leading
ballerinas, who made the city a rich repository for the grand Imperial ballet style lost to
Russia itself.

Her early life was poor, but her teachers were three of the prima ballerinas of the
Imperial Mariinsky Ballet, Olga Preobrazhenskaya, Vera Trefilova and Lyubov Egorova,
from whom she acquired the highest degree of classical refinement and Russian
soulfulness.

The Parisian arts activist Irene Lidova, then arranging performance evenings for rising
talents, prophetically paired Nina Vyroubova with a young Roland Petit. He took his
new partner with him when he launched his groundbreaking company, Les Ballets des
Champs-Elysées, in 1945.
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Nina Vyroubova

Nina Vyroubova's fragile Russian beauty and infectious personality, together with
Petit's modern, creative approach, captivated post-war Paris.

In her three years with Petit, she moved from success in his first ballet Les Forains,
about an unappreciated group of travelling actors, to stardom as the treacherous sylph
in La Sylphide, Victor Gsovsky's new version of the early Taglioni ballet tailored to
highlight her unusual Romantic aura.

The young company's glamour and vitality impressed Margot Fonteyn when they
visited London in 1946, inspiring her own trip to Paris and a brief affair with Petit.

Watching Nina Vyroubova in Paris in 1950, the American critic Edwin Denby believed
she could be Europe's next great ballerina after Fonteyn if only she were to join Sadler's
Wells Ballet for a final artistic polish. He praised her "long foot, quick thigh, delicate
bust, small head far from the shoulder... She is a darling, but she should turn into a
marvel."

However, Nina Vyroubova remained in Paris, as the new leading ballerina at Paris
Opera Ballet, directed by Serge Lifar, the last of Diaghilev's Ballets Russes stars.

Over the next seven years her fame and artistry grew as Lifar created and
commissioned ballets for her, from the glamorous wicked Queen in his Blanche-Neige
(Snow White), 1951, to the chic Cigarette Dance in his La Suite en blanc, with which she
conquered London on the company's visit to Covent Garden in 1954.

She continued also to dance classics, acclaimed as among the loveliest of Giselles. On
Lifar's resignation from Paris Opera Ballet she went with him to the Grand Ballet du
Marquis de Cuevas, the last of the private ballet companies.

Nina Vyroubova was born at Gurzof, Crimea, on June 4 1921. On the family's
resettlement in Paris, she made rapid progress with the benefit of her studies with
exiled Russian ballerinas and later with Boris Kniaseff, known as "Master to the Stars".

She made her professional debut at 16 in the leading role of Coppelia at Caen, but it was
a few years before the Irene Lidova concerts launched her association with Petit (Les
Ballets des Champs Elysées, 1945-8, and Les Ballets de Paris, 194:9).

As Paris Opera Ballet's leading ballerina, she starred in Lifar's Blanche-Neige (1951),
Noces fantastiques (1955), Hamlet (1957) and L'Amour et son destin (1957), and in Ana
Ricarda's Chanson de l'éternelle tristesse (1957). At the de Cuevas Ballet from 1958 to
1962 she triumphed in Balanchine's Sonnambule and de Larrain's production of The
Sleeping Beauty.

When in her forties, she was invited to Hamburg Ballet where Peter Van Dyk (another
Kniaseff pupil) created a role in Abraxas (1965) for her. A highly successful career as a
teacher followed, at her own studio and in Paris, including the Paris Opera Ballet.

Three documentary films were made of her by Dominique Delouche, Le Spectre de la
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a son, the dancer Yura Kniazeff.
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