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Igor Moiseyev, the choreographer who died in Moscow on November 2 aged 101,
established in the Soviet Union what would become the world's largest and most
sensational folk dance troupe.
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sensational folk dance troupe.

Originally a Bolshoi Ballet dancer, he applied balletic technique to the myriad folk
dance traditions represented in the USSR — from the Slavs and Balts to the Asians in the
east — and invented a spectacular new theatrical form which delighted his political
masters and thrilled audiences regardless of their aIliations.



Moiseyev was fortunate that both Stalin and Khrushchev preferred ethnic folk dance to
ballet, and he found plenty of encouragement at the Kremlin.

In 1937, even as Stalin repressed most other expressions of life, the dictator permitted
Moiseyev to set up a folk dance company (naturally, it featured Stalin's native Georgia,
where the folk dancing tradition was particularly spectacular).

Some 20 years later Khrushchev, a Ukrainian peasant who invariably became maudlin
when he heard folk music, put up the Moiseyev Folk Dance Ensemble as the Soviet
Union's Urst large-scale ambassador company abroad.

As Igor Moiseyev's art form was entirely homegrown, untainted by the "Western"
aspects of classical ballet, his troupe remained the Kremlin's Urst choice for oIcial and
diplomatic occasions — even though the choreographer himself was carpeted more
than once for making approving remarks in public about the West, and always refused
to join the Communist Party.

The company made its debut in Paris in 1955 and in London in 1957, but its Urst
performance in the United States, in 1958, was regarded as a political landmark.

The performance should have taken place earlier, but had been postponed following
the suppression of the Hungarian uprising of 1956; and when permission was Unally
granted, the dancers were not allowed by the Americans to cy in on a Soviet airline,
while Customs oIcials conUscated the Russian sausages and lemons they brought with
them. (Caviar, however, was allowed through.)

The show itself was a sensation. American audiences, accustomed to thinking of people
from the Soviet Union as grim and heartless, were astonished by the colour, emotion
and acrobatic vigour of the performance.

Moiseyev admitted that he was not a purist: "I merely take the folk dance and its related
customs as a point of departure for fanciful interpretation." He cannily incorporated
into the repertory his own take on American rock 'n' roll, and the company became a
regular visitor to the United States and Canada.

Despite the cost of touring 100 dancers (with an accompanying KGB contingent) the
company made an estimated $1.8 million proUt on its Urst American tour, selling out at
even the largest venues. The money was shared between the Soviet government and



even the largest venues. The money was shared between the Soviet government and
the impresario Sol Hurok.

There were frequent anti-Soviet demonstrations at these performances, but Moiseyev's
cosmopolitanism and afable personality made him attractive to his hosts.

He readily expressed appreciation of America and Europe, and on the troupe's return to
the United States after the assassination of President Kennedy he was allowed by the
Soviet authorities to take the entire company to visit Kennedy's memorial in Virginia.

The personal attention focused on him by the media took Moiseyev by surprise.

A passionate chess player, he invariably enjoyed a game backstage during
performances; and on the Urst tour of the United States it was only with great diIculty
that he could be prised away from his board to take the audience's ovations.

He maintained what an American impresario described as a "modern arrangement" on
tour: for companionship he did not always take his wife, despite the presence in the
company of their daughter.

The Moiseyev Folk Dance Ensemble visited Britain in 1957, 1964 and — most recently —
in 2002, when the Hammersmith Apollo hosted a show with young dancers of
sensational athleticism.

Igor Aleksandrovich Moiseyev was born in Kiev on January 21 1906 to a Russian lawyer
and a French seamstress, and spent his Urst years in Paris.

He trained at the Bolshoi Ballet School, and from 1924 to 1939 danced and
choreographed in the Bolshoi Ballet.

He enjoyed making real-life narrative ballets, and his Urst creation in 1930 was The
Footballer, a satirical work typical of the theatrical and musical independence that
courished in Russia in the 1920s.

Stalin then repressed such theatrical innovations, and Moiseyev became dance director
at the Moscow Theatre for Folk Art, from which he launched, in 1937, the Urst Soviet
folk-dance ensemble, which was at Urst an amateur troupe. Granted permission to open
a school, he developed folk dancing into a desirable alternative profession to the ballet.

Despite the political overtones of his troupe's tours abroad, the spectacular vigour and
joyful variety of its dancing stimulated folk dance internationally. Critics observed that
some of the men's feats on stage were twice as hard as the most diIcult jumps in ballet.

Moiseyev's style was essentially ballet in folk disguise, as he insisted on strict ballet
training.

He encouraged Aram Khachaturian to compose the ballet Spartacus, choreographing
the Bolshoi's Urst production in 1958, which won Khachaturian the Lenin Prize. His
choreography was, however, later superseded.

In 1967 he established a touring classical ballet company, the Moscow Classical Ballet,
from which the Royal Ballet and Bolshoi star Irek Mukhamedov was to launch his
career.



Among Moiseyev's most popular ballets were The Partisans (which, ingeniously,
showed mountain rebels seeming to ride invisible horses as they defeated the Nazis);
Three Fat Men; and Pictures from the Past (a portrayal of Jewish family life). He was still
choreographing into his nineties.

Igor Moiseyev was a People's Artist of the USSR and won three Stalin Prizes and a Lenin
Prize. On his 100th birthday he was decorated by President Putin with Russia's highest
civilian honour, the Order of Merit.

He married, in 1940, the dancer Tamara Zeifert; their daughter, Olga Moiseyeva, also
danced with the company.

He is survived by his second wife, Irina.
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