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Marina Semyonova

Marina Semyonova, who died on June 9, three days short of her 102nd birthday, was the
first classical ballerina of the Soviet era and credited in Russia with having single-
handedly saved ballet from obliteration by the Bolsheviks.

11 June 2010 - 7:28pm

¥y f O

When classical ballet was in peril from Stalin’s new-realist modernists in 1928, the
debut in the Kirov of the phenomenal young Semyonova was described as a pivotal
event. “The drowning grasp at her as at a straw,” wrote a modernist of the time.

Semyonova, a comely, shapely redhead with tiny feet — which were dubbed “points of

steel” — had an ebullient technique so remarkable that it defined a new era for female
dancing, and she rapidly became the greatest ballerina in the Twenties at the Kirov
Ballet (now the Mariinsky). After a transfer to the Bolshoi in 1930, however, she made
an unlucky second marriage to one of Trotsky’s closest supporters, and her husband
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was one of those executed in Stalin’s purges.

To this day in Russia she is considered probably the greatest of all Soviet ballerinas, and
her brilliance inspired the rise in the Bolshoi from the Thirties onwards of generations
of world-renowned dancers, including Maya Plisetskaya and Nina Ananiashvili, both of
whom she taught.

She was born Marina Timofeyevna Seménova (often written Semyonova ) on June 12
1908 in St Petersburg, then known as Petrograd. Her father died when she was young,
and her mother allowed her to join an amateur dance group. Aged 10 she auditioned for
the Petrograd Ballet School, and the teacher Agrippina Vaganova — who would define
and codify the greatness of the Russian classical tradition — said of her: “She will show
everyone how to dance.” She graduated aged 17 and joined the Kirov Ballet, where she
danced all the classical leading roles within four years.

During the rise of Stalinism, classical ballet was in peril — nearly half the Kirov’s
dancers quit Russia, including George Balanchine . Semyonova became emblematic of
the new Soviet Union’s ability to prove itself more classical than the classicists.

She married one of the company’s former stars and a leading teacher, Viktor Semyonov,
her namesake and some 16 years older. In 1930 she and her husband went on a year-
long tour of the Soviet empire, finishing in Moscow, where both began new careers:
Semyonova as the Bolshoi’s new prima ballerina, and her husband as the principal
teacher in Moscow’s ballet school.

As the only dancer of distinction in Moscow, Semyonova was sought out by all the
Bolshoi choreographers. She gave the Bolshoi premieres of Soviet classics such as The
Fountains of Bakhchisarai and The Little Humpbacked Horse, and was the original first
ballerina in many of Rostislav Zakharov’s creations. She was idolised by other dancers,
who aspired to her bold and aristocratic style.

In 1935 she was the obvious choice when, following a new military pact between
France and the USSR, the Soviets were asked to send a ballerina to perform at the Paris
Opera Ballet with Serge Lifar, the company’s director . Her Giselle showed a new Soviet
style of acting far from the romantic tradition; she produced an earthy villageoise who

somewhat shocked the Paris public, even as they were amazed by her technique and
academic correctness.

At around this time, Marina Semyonova divorced Semyonov and married Lev
Karakhan, a prominent former Trotskyite who had been in the original Revolutionary
council with Lenin. Now an ambassador, and 20 years older than his wife, Karakhan fell
foul of Stalin’s purges of Lenin’s old power base, and was executed in 1937 after being
condemned in the Moscow Trials.



As the widow of an “enemy of the people”, Semyonova found her status in the Bolshoi
in jeopardy. She was placed under house arrest for a time and was no longer allowed to
tour. But on her return to the theatre she continued to be the first artistic choice for
premieres as well as Moscow’s nonpareil in all the classical roles, from Sleeping Beauty
to Swan Lake. However, the young dancer Maya Plisetskaya said the pressure on
Semyonova showed in a dark expression that would cross her face, and an increasingly
sharp tongue.

The British journalist Iris Morley, visiting Moscow in 1945, noted with surprise that
Semyonova, despite being described as the theatre’s prima ballerina, had to ask Morley
to obtain permission for her to have her photograph taken. Although she won a Stalin
Prize (second-class) in 1941, it was not until 1975 that she was awarded the traditional
accolade of People’s Artist of the USSR.

Fairly stocky by today’s standards, Semyonova had an unrivalled range, able to dazzle
in virtuosity and comedy as well as impressing with her perfect placement and grace.

She was the original leading lady in two favourite blockbusters of the time, the Indian
romance La Bayadére and the Egyptian fantasy The Pharaoh’s Daughter.

The Kirov’s influential director Fyodor Lopukhov said she had equal facility in both
spiritual and earthly roles, and various steps in today’s versions of the choreography for
La Bayadére were created for her particular abilities, including triple pirouettes.

Maya Plisetskaya wrote in her autobiography: “[Semyonova’s] dancing was dazzling.
Her large, excellent, steely legs, impeccably trained by Vaganova, turned, held, and
spun her sculpted body wonderfully... When she appeared on stage, no one else existed.
But she was quarrelsome and cunning, not gentle. She got lazy early, skipped class,
warmed up before performances in the shower instead of at the barre, and put on
weight. But I managed to catch her enchanting performances.”

Semyonova’s personal life once again clashed with her professional career when she
had a child in her late thirties — motherhood was forbidden to active Bolshoi ballerinas.
She started a teaching career in the mid-194.0s and gave her last performance in 1952.
She refused to discuss what lay behind her career moves, but commented when she
was 90 years old: “They pushed me out and trampled me down.” But she added: “I
myself resolved my own problems.”

Little film exists of Semyonova in her prime, but in her thirties she was taped in
Mosfilm recordings called Concert Valse and Bolshoi Concert.

Semyonova taught for some 50 years until the age of 95, in both the Moscow school and
the Bolshoi Ballet. Among her pupils were many of the great Bolshoi names:
Plisetskaya, Natalia Bessmertnova (the wife of the longtime Bolshoi director Yuri



Grigorovich), Lyudmila Semenyaka, Nadezhda Pavlova and Nina Ananiashvili. One of
her most ardent fans was today’s Bolshoi male star Nikolai Tsiskaridze.

She was made a Hero of Socialist Labour in 1988 and received the President’s Prize from
Vladimir Putin in 2004.

Marina Semyonova is survived by her daughter.
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