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Ninel Kurgapkina

Ninel Kurgapkina, who was Killed in a traffic accident outside St Petersburg on May 8
aged 80, was the Kirov Ballet's leading soubrette ballerina of the 1950s and 1960s and a
dazzling charmer who was the first partner of both Rudolf Nureyev and Mikhail
Baryshnikov.
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Short, shapely and ready to be amused, Ninel Kurgapkina was a breath of fresh air to
those watching early Kirov tours, expecting Soviet ballerinas to be authoritative but
charmless. Her "amazing quality of earthiness and energy" attracted the 19-year-old
Nureyev when he entered the Kirov in 1958, and despite the nine-year age gap they
rapidly became such firm friends and so ebullient a partnership that it was rumoured
they were having an affair. Ninel Kurgapkina always laughed off the suggestion, but
admitted that decades later, when they met again after the long separation caused by
Nureyev's defection, he had said to her: "What a shame that we didn't."

It was with Ninel Kurgapkina that Nureyev danced his first Swan Lake. This was in
April 1961, two months before his defection on the company's Western debut tour to
Paris and London. Ninel Kurgapkina was surprisingly omitted from that tour (she
believed that she had been barred for wearing an "immodest" pair of trousers in East
Berlin), but her joie de vivre left an indelible mark on American audiences at the Kirov's
American debut that autumn.

Born on February 13 1929 in Leningrad into a working-class family, Ninel Alexandrovna
Kurgapkina trained at the great Vaganova Ballet Academy, mostly during the austere
atmosphere of wartime. When the Germans besieged Leningrad in 1941, the school was
moved to Perm, where the hungry girl recalled performing in freezing barracks and
military hospitals, and was grateful when wounded soldiers would show their
appreciation by passing on their biscuit ration.

One of the last pupils of the guru of Russian ballet teaching, Agrippina Vaganova, Ninel
Kurgapkina learned to compensate for her sturdy physique by dint of her joyful
personality and unusually independent technical brilliance. She rebuked the young
Nureyev when he tried to steer her pirouettes. Both Nureyev and Mikhail Baryshnikov
were paired with her on their entry into the company, to polish their partnering skills.

Ninel Kurgapkina's appetite for life made her an irresistible Princess Aurora in The
Sleeping Beauty and an electrifying performer of both the French revolutionary Jeanne
in Flames of Paris and the quick-tempered Spanish girl Kitri in Don Quixote, in which
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her leaps and fouettés were considered unsurpassed.

The chief Kirov conductor Viktor Fedotov told The Daily Telegraph of a performance of
Don Quixote in 1972 during which a trap door began to retract under her as she
launched the celebrated 32 fouettés. He halted the orchestra while she climbed out of
the hole; she nonchalantly tapped another part of the stage with her pointe shoe and
began her spins again, bringing the house down.

She also shone as Gamzatti (La Bayadére), Columbine (Carnaval) and in her only
created role, Anna Andreevna in Oleg Vinogradov's Revisor. Her effervescence is
immortalised on the film of Moskovsky Waltz, Yacobson's Vienna Waltz and Petipa's
Harlequinade.

When Khrushchev and Bulganin held a magnificent garden party in 1959, they selected
Ninel Kurgapkina and Nureyev as the dancing entertainment and the pianist Svyatoslav
Richter as the musical interlude.

Ninel Kurgapkina later recounted to disbelieving colleagues how champagne was
cooling in the ponds and "you just had to reach down and pick up a bottle... It was like
going to the White House, it was such a beautiful place with so much wealth on show."
Nureyev's reaction was: "Now I finally see what Communism is."

Ninel Kurgapkina had an ambivalent relationship with the state. "If it hadn't been for
the Soviet system I would never have become a ballerina," she said. She was invested as
a People's Artist of the USSR in 1974 after bitterly opposing the dancer Valery Panov's
fight to emigrate to Israel. Yet she continued to support the blacklisted Nureyev, and
was his sole assistant on his landmark 1992 production of La Bayadeére at Paris Opera
Ballet.

She retired from performing aged 52, and then unleashed a rare pedagogic gift, first as

head of the Vaganova school for nine years and then at the renamed Maryinsky Ballet,
remaining its most revered coach until her death. She had a particular gift for spotting
young dancers whose technique initially did not match their exceptional artistry, and
she made world stars of Uliyana Lopatkina, Zhanna Ayupova and Elena Obraztsova.

Ninel Kurgapkina was unmarried.
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