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Galina Samsova, magnetic, soaring star of London Festival
Ballet and Sadler’s Wells Royal Ballet - obituary

With her Russian-trained technical virtuosity, she championed new works and won
critical acclaim as a deliverer of fireworks
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Galina Samsova in La Fille des Neiges at the Théatre des Champs-Elysées in Paris, 1964
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Galina Samsova, the Russian-born ballerina, who has died aged 84, grasped
the importance of mystique in the power of ballet over the public. Her most
fateful mistake, she once told The Daily Telegraph, was to scrub up and
change after a performance of Cinderella before greeting fans backstage; a

small child came in and burst into tears, crying, “That’s not Cinderella.”

“I can still hear that cry in my head,” she recalled. “It was a very important
lesson about the power of the illusion you are conveying.”
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Renowned for her exquisite arms and gloriously pliable back, Galina
Samsova was a magnetic star of London Festival Ballet and Sadler’s Wells
Royal Ballet, and the spearhead of a brave chamber ballet troupe in the
1970s, the New London Ballet, which aimed to celebrate British
choreographers.

She later became Scottish Ballet’s artistic director and a notable producer of
classical stagings for Sadler’s Wells Royal Ballet (later Birmingham Royal
Ballet) and London City Ballet.
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Galina Samsova in Paris in 1964: the previous year she had been awarded the gold medal and Pavlova Prize at the Paris
International Dance Festival

To British stages in the 1960s she brought Russian classical majesty and a

ravishing, soaring jump, as well as a sense of humour and personality that
attracted many ballet-makers in the fertile British choreographic scene.

Her stature as one of the world’s leading ballerinas was recognised globally,
though less so in Britain because she made her career outside the Covent
Garden-based Royal Ballet, which tended to monopolise establishment
recognition of UK ballet achievements.

Only in her forties was she invited to make her debut at the Royal Ballet as a



guest artist - the performances wildly acclaimed - and she was still dancing
with undimmed brilliance in her early fifties.

Born in Stalingrad - now Volgograd - on March 14:1937, Galina Martynovna
Samtsova (she would later simplify the spelling) was a toddler when the
Second World War broke out. Her parents sent her to ballet school in Kiev,
Ukraine, and she joined the Kiev Opera Ballet in 1956.




In 1964, the year she joined the London Festival Ballet as principal

Marrying a fellow dancer who had been born in Canada, Alexander
Ursuliak, she was permitted in the Khrushchev thaw of 1960 to leave with

Ursuliak to join the National Ballet of Canada, where she quickly emerged as
a bright star.

Performing Cinderella with the Canadian company at the 1963 Paris
International Dance Festival, Galina Samsova was awarded the gold medal
and Pavlova Prize as best female dancer, and she was invited to join London
Festival Ballet (which later became English National Ballet) as principal in
1964.

Over the next nine years she became the company’s star, often partnered by
the French-Russian dancer André Prokovsky, whom she married after
divorcing Ursuliak.

Possessing Russian-trained technical virtuosity, Galina Samsova won much
critical acclaim as a deliverer of fireworks. More surprisingly she emerged as
an artist of touching dramatic nuance and delicate restraint in romantic
parts. The Sunday Telegraph’s Nicholas Dromgoole hailed her “flawless”
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Giselle, a role in which she continued to shine well into her torties.

Her characterfulness and unmannered style as an actress — thought unusual
in a Russian, for Soviets tended to a broader dramatic style - drew the
attention of Festival Ballet’s circle of British choreographers, including
Peter Darrell, Jack Carter and Ronald Hynd, who made intriguing short
ballets for her such as Darrell’s Othello and Cheri, Carter’s Pythoness
Ascendant, and Hynd’s Dvorak Variations and Valses Nobles et
Sentimentales.



Galina Samsova in 1970

Short modern ballets, however, were not good box office and Festival Ballet
was squeezed into a narrow repertoire of classics. In 1973 Galina Samsova
and Prokovsky, an emerging choreographer himself, decided to leave LFB to
launch the small New London Ballet, with 11 dancers performing a
repertoire of British chamber ballets.

“We could have gone on dancing classics till we were blue in the face,”
explained Prokovsky, characterising New London Ballet as a company for
“the adventurous”.

The troupe’s homegrown creative mission won the British Council’s support
for prestigious tours to the US and Asia and the high regard in which the
couple were held in the ballet world enabled them to call on fellow greats.

Margot Fonteyn and David Wall performed with the New London Ballet
from time to time, and Galina Samsova returned the favour by performing in
Fonteyn’s British tour in 1975.

Despite widespread critical admiration for Samsova, the NLB’s London
seasons invariably lost more than the tours’ profits, and Prokovsky’s ill
health led to the company’s dissolution in 1977. Telegraph critics mourned
the loss, blaming a callous arts bureaucracy for failing to support the troupe.



In 1970 with her then husband and collaborator André Prokovsky

For Galina Samsova, however, the break-up merely launched another

remarkable chapter, and in 1978, aged 41, she began a superb decade as
ballerina with Sadler’s Wells Royal Ballet (the Covent Garden Royal Ballet’s
sister company).

There she brought her majestic style and sensitive touch to staging and
performing the imperial Russian classics Swan Lake, Raymonda Act III and
Paquita grand pas, and captivated watchers in dramatic ballets such as
Kenneth MacMillan’s Las Hermanas, The Invitation and Quartet, Lynn
Seymour’s Intimate Letters and Andrée Howard’s La Féte étrange.

Finally invited by the Royal Ballet to Covent Garden, in the 1980-81 season,
she danced Swan Lake and Giselle to critical ovations hailing one of the
world’s outstanding artists.

More significant for the Sadler’s Wells Royal Ballet were her classical co-
productions with the company’s director Peter Wright of Swan Lake and
Paquita, using detailed coaching notes she had kept from her Kiev days.
Both her exemplary dancing, and her skilful teaching of refined nuance to
others, enhanced the troupe’s classical reputation.

Her planned staging of a full Raymonda was cancelled for cost reasons, but
after Sadler’s Wells Royal Ballet moved to Birmingham (becoming
Birmingham Royal Ballet in 1990), the luxurious new Galina Samsova-
Wright staging of Giselle nonplussed critics by unexpectedly fielding a large
white stallion and a pack of beagles.






In Paquita for Sadler's Wells Royal Ballet in 1982

Critics were more positively struck by Galina Samsova’s appointment that
year as artistic director of Scottish Ballet, hailed as a much-needed
resurrection after the death of the company’s founder, Peter Darrell.

She brought a new classical emphasis and rich sense of design, inviting
renowned ballerinas to perform in her stagings of Coppélia, The Sleeping
Beauty, La Sylphide and Swan Lake (the last newly costumed by Jasper
Conran), and commissioning new British ballets.

Galina Samsova also had a fine eye for young talent, and the subsequent
Royal Ballet stars Johan Kobborg and Tamara Rojo owed to her their British
debuts with Scottish Ballet in 1996. Another Royal Ballet star, Viviana
Durante, credited her with instigating her childhood move from Italy to the
Royal Ballet School in London.

In 1997 an Arts Council decision to force Scottish Ballet into a less expensive
contemporary direction, slashing budgets and dancer numbers, caused
Galina Samsova’s resignation and her return to London after just six years in
Scotland - an event that caused outrage in ballet circles.

Galina Samsova’s marriage to André Prokovsky ended in 1981; he died in
20009.

Galina Samsova, born March 14 1937, died December 11 2021
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