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Violette Verdy, ballet dancer - obituary

Quick-witted and charismatic ballerina whose Parisian exoticism inspired the great
choreographers

10 February 2016 - 6:22pm
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Violette Verdy, who has died aged 82, was a prodigiously versatile French ballerina of
astounding charm who danced with the London Festival Ballet and Ballet Rambert,
making a surprising career as a star of George Balanchine’s New York City Ballet, where
she stood out - in her own phrase - like a French poodle among a troupe of borzois.
With blonde hair, a bubbling gaiety and eloquent, quick feet, Violette Verdy drew all
eyes wherever she danced, and the great choreographers of the era, Balanchine,
Jerome Robbins and Roland Petit, made many roles for her that still challenge today’s
dancers.

Exceptionally musical and possessing a rare ability to understand the intricacies and
nuances of ballet movement, she could transmit insights about the art with a
picturesque turn of phrase, and made history as the first-ever female director of the
Paris Opera Ballet, as well as the first foreign teacher invited to the Bolshoi Ballet since
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the 1917 Revolution.

She was a compassionate confidante of both Fonteyn and Rudolf Nureyev during the
height of their partnership at the Royal Ballet in the 1960s - sometimes being the
recipient of more detail about Nureyev’s promiscuous sex life than she welcomed. At

the time Violette Verdy was recovering from a brief marriage to Colin Clark, the
filmmaker son of Lord Clark.
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She had admired Margot Fonteyn for years and told her students that the older

ballerina’s artistry was proof of the importance of not hurrying to perfection: “It’s
surprising how, if you stick to the one thing you should do, life is going to deliver what
you need.”

Born on December 11933 in Brittany, Nelly Armande Guillerm was the daughter of a
shopkeeper and a schoolteacher. When her father died, the infant was raised by her
mother to love music and dancing. Mme Guillerm took Nelly to live in occupied Paris in
1942 to benefit from the excellence of the Russian emigré ballet teaching there. Under
the celebrated teacher Madame Rousane she progressed so quickly that she made her
stage debut aged 11 in the corps de ballet in Roland Petit’s Le Poéte, joining Petit’s rising
young Ballets des Champs-Elysées soon after.

Aged 16, she was chosen by German film director Ludwig Berger to star in his macabre
1950 fantasy film Dream Ballerina, for which she changed her name to Violette Verdy.

Starring alongside her contemporary Leslie Caron in Petit’s company, she swiftly
became a Petit favourite, playing the bride who lives with a wolf in his sinister Le Loup
in 1953, and appearing behind Caron in Charles Walters’ Cinderella-based musical film,
The Glass Slipper (1954). Aged 20, Violette Verdy went to London and spent two years
captivating audiences at London Festival Ballet and Ballet Rambert, starring in Giselle,
Coppelia and Andrée Howard’s new Conte Fantastique. She happened to take a ballet
class behind Margot Fonteyn, later saying that studying the great ballerina’s back and
neck was a master class in expressiveness. In 1955 Violette Verdy was reckoned by
critics to be the highlight of an experimental BBC live ballet created by the Royal
Ballet’s future director Kenneth MacMillan, Turned Out Proud.
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It was her 1957 move to New York, however, that launched Violette Verdy’s greatest
stage achievements. She had a triumph in the leading role in the Swedish
experimentalist Birgit Cullberg’s ballet, Miss Julie, at American Ballet Theatre. In the
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audience was George Balanchine, the great choreographer of the New York City Ballet,
who instantly asked her to join him. Her first appearances brought her a 1959 cover
story in Life magazine.

Violette Verdy’s quicksilver wit and Parisian exoticism inspired some of Balanchine’s
most alluring ballets, including Tchaikovsky Pas de deux, Liebeslieder Walzer, La
Source, Sonatine, and, above all, the “Emeralds” section of his great Jewels trilogy.
Jerome Robbins was equally enamoured and created immortal roles for her in Dances
at a Gathering and In the Night.

Violette Verdy was well-read, with an outstanding turn of phrase. She dismissed Roland
Petit as a man interested only in stars, likening his choreography for corps de ballet as
“salad around the lobster”, and remarked that “the sorrows of life can be turned over
like a crépe suzette. Disappointments, limitations, can be turned into beautiful things.”
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From 1977 to 1980 she was Paris Opera Ballet’s first female director, and from 1980 to
1984 directed the Boston Ballet. She then became a master teacher at the Royal Ballet,
Paris Opera Ballet, Royal Danish Ballet, the La Scala, Stuttgart, Hamburg, and
Australian Ballet companies, becoming in 2008 the first permanent guest teacher ever
appointed by the School of American Ballet. She was also the first foreign teacher
engaged at the Bolshoi since the 1917 revolution.

Violette Verdy is the subject of two biographies (1976 and 2008) and a 2001
documentary film portrait by Dominic Delouche, and wrote two books for children,
about the classical ballets Giselle, The Nutcracker and Swan Lake. She choreographed
several children’s ballets.

She was a Chevalier of both the Legion of Honour and of the Ordre des Arts et Lettres,
and held many honorary doctorates and teaching residencies in America.

Her former husband Colin Clark died in 2002; there were no children.

Violette Verdy, born December 11933, died February 8 2016
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