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Violetta Elvin, ballerina who was seen as a rival to Margot
Fonteyn when she joined Covent Garden - obituary

Beginning at the Bolshoi Ballet, she went on to be wildly popular in London but was
kept in Margot Fonteyn’s shadow by Ninette de Valois
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Violetta Elvin inspects the stage at La Scala before a performance Credit: Keystone/Hulton Archive/Getty Images
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Violetta Elvin, the Russian ballerina who has died aged 97, was a beautiful

and exceedingly popular star of the Sadler’s Wells Ballet, a Soviet dancer
who had abandoned the Bolshoi Ballet for love of an English long-distance
cyclist. At Covent Garden she was considered a real threat to Margot
Fonteyn’s supremacy in the early 1950s, but ended her career aged 33 to
follow another lover to Italy.

Violetta Elvin injected a note of exotic glamour and technical skill into
postwar ballet at Covent Garden, which made her a box-office darling,
though unfortunately it did not win her earning parity with Fonteyn, who
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was paid nearly three times more than the brilliant young ballerinas nipping
at her heels.

Fonteyn was fascinated by Elvin - as she wrote in her autobiography: “she
was our very first breath of Soviet Russian ballet. When Violetta joined the
company she brought many innovations. Little touches of her own made
ripples that influenced our dancing long beyond the 10 years that she stayed
with us. Watching her dancing, I was afraid that my own style would
disappoint Russian audiences.”
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With Michael Somes in Daphnis and Chloe at Covent Garden in 1951 Credit: Baron/Hulton Archive/Getty Images
But as the British critic Clive Barnes noted, the “fantastic” Elvin was fated to

be kept in Fonteyn’s shadow, due to what he described as the ballet director
Ninette de Valois’s “love affair” with Fonteyn. De Valois, he said, was “a
savage, savage woman” who had sacrificed many careers to her obsessive
focus on Margot. Elvin, Moira Shearer, Beryl Grey and Nadia Nerina would
all quit Covent Garden in frustration.

The situation was psychologically damaging, and Elvin became afflicted by
stage fright, according to Barnes. “She couldn’t do first nights, she
absolutely froze,” he said. Yet when she took over leading roles from their
originators, she would often leave an indelible impression. In the 1950s the
American critic Edwin Denby found Elvin “more interesting and alive on
stage” as Cinderella than even the role’s original Moira Shearer, with a
grander schooling evident in her execution of the steps.

For the company’s leading choreographer Frederick Ashton, the worldly



Elvin was an intriguing character contrast to Fonteyn to use in his ballets.
He loved gossiping with her about her lovers, and used her natural
sensuousness and sexual sophistication to offset Fonteyn’s more innocent
impression in his ballets.

In the premiere of Cinderella (1948) Elvin danced with magnetic lushness as
the Summer Fairy, and in Daphnis and Chloe (1951), she was the voluptuous

Lykanion, who seduced Fonteyn’s young lover, shuddering orgasmically as

he lifted her.

Elvin seized rare chances to cap Fonteyn in other ballets, in Ashton roles
such as La Morte Amoureuse in Don Juan (1948), a hothouse visualisation of
Richard Strauss’s orgiastic tone poem, and the gender-switching Tiresias in
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Imperial.

She was Leonid Massine’s choice to replace the indisposed Fonteyn in 1949
as the hot-headed Andalusian heroine of The Three-Cornered Hat for
Sadler’s Wells Ballet, and Roland Petit and Andrée Howard both made
ballets starring Elvin, Ballabile and Veneziana, though neither endured.

Born on November 3 1923 in Moscow, Violetta Prokhorova was the daughter
of a ballet-loving engineer, Vassily Prokhorov, and his wife, Irena
Grimouzinskaya, a former actress of Polish extraction. On joining the
Bolshoi Ballet Academy aged 10 she was taught by the great Elizaveta Gerdt,
whose father, Pavel Gerdt, had been the legendary star of the Imperial Ballet
of St Petersburg and originated the leading male roles in Swan Lake, The
Sleeping Beauty and The Nutcracker.



With John Field in Swan Lake, 1953 Credit: Baron/Hulton Archive/Getty Images

Displaced by Hitler’s invasion of Russia, the Bolshoi Ballet dispatched its
best young dancers temporarily around the country, and the teenaged
Prokhorova began her career as the ballerina of Tashkent opera house,

dancing her first full Swan Lake before rejoining the Bolshoi Ballet in 1944
on its return to Moscow.

Violetta Prokhorova was set for great things when she met the English



travel writer and long-distance cyclist, Harold Elvin, then employed as
nightwatchman at the British Embassy while he wrote A Cockney in
Moscow. Their affair quickly attracted intelligence surveillance from both
sides, and Elvin was given an ultimatum by the Bolshoi Ballet director, but
her new husband used a family connection to the British Prime Minister
Clement Attlee to arrange their departure to Britain.

Prokhorova was spotted by De Valois in a London studio and debuted in
Sadler’s Wells Ballet in 194:6 in the testing classical feature spot of the Blue
Bird pas de deux in The Sleeping Beauty.

With her large-scaled Bolshoi training, Violetta Elvin - as de Valois
persuaded her to rename herself - commanded attention in the demanding
classical roles of The Sleeping Beauty and Swan Lake, in which she came to
be considered to be Fonteyn’s only equal. When Ashton expanded the
Sleeping Beauty staging to incorporate more of the original 19th-century
Russian production, she assisted in a recreation of a beautiful lost solo,
drawing on her Bolshoi experience.

Ashton homed in on Elvin’s opulent arms and majestic grace as the Queen of
the Waters in his great 1953 tribute to British classical accomplishment,
Homage to the Queen - performed before the newly crowned Elizabeth II -
and in Birthday Offering, the 1956 celebration of the 25th anniversary of
Sadler’s Wells Ballet and its renaming as the Royal Ballet.



Violetta Elvinin 1956 Credit: Picture Post/Hulton Archive/Getty Images

Despite Elvin’s huge popularity, however, Fonteyn’s supremacy was set in
stone in the company brand, and foreign newspapers were reprimanded by

Covent Garden for suggesting that Elvin would share prima ballerina
honours with Fonteyn on a Sadler’s Wells US tour.

Unsurprisingly, in the 1950s Violetta Elvin increasingly accepted guest
invitations to star with other companies, including La Scala Milan, the Royal
Danish Ballet, the Royal Swedish Ballet, the Rio Ballet and London Festival
Ballet.

Her first marriage broke down due to her husband’s frequent absence on his
bicycle expeditions and her admitted adultery with a New York impresario,
Siegbert J Weinberger. The second marriage lasted just three years, until
Violetta ceded to the attentions she had been receiving for years from an
Italian lawyer, Fernando Savarese, and aged only 33 she retired from the
stage to join him in the Bay of Naples.

At her final Covent Garden performance, as Princess Aurora in The Sleeping
Beauty, in June 1956, notices were overwhelmingly regretful at the
“irreplaceable loss” of Violetta Elvin’s premature retirement. “A strange aura
of ineffable sadness hung over the performance,” mourned the Dance and
Dancers critic, David Hunt. With her “unique blend of modesty and
voluptuousness”, Elvin was “the dancer’s dancer” - her Firebird was “a bird
of flame”, her Swan Queen had “a tender Slav melancholy” and “magical
fluency”, and “it could hardly be said that her gifts have been fully
exploited.”

Elvin and Savarese made, however, a loving marriage for more than half a

century, becoming parents to a boy and contentedly running Le Axidie, a
boutique hotel in Vico Equense.

In 1985 Elvin returned to the ballet world to run the Naples Ballet, but
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resigned atter two years.

A biographical film and novel by Raffaele Lauro, both titled Dance the Love:
una stella a Vico Equense, were released in 2016, portraying “Donna
Violetta’s” lifestory and love affair with the Neapolitan village.

Violetta Elvin’s three husbands predeceased her, and she is survived by her
son.

Violetta Elvin, born November 3 1923, died May 27 2021
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