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Om Agrippina Vaganovas idéer, undervisningsmetoder och arv 
 
Magdalena Midtgaard vt. 2016 
 
Abstract. 
Balettutbildning har varit auktoritär och elitistisk i århundraden. Med utgångspunkt i Agrippina 
Vaganova och hennes metodiska systematisering av balettundervisning diskuteras frågor om elit, 
lärande och tradition inom balettundervisning. Vaganova var en länk mellan tsartidens Ryssland 
och det nya Sovjet och bidrog aktivt till att balett som konstform, trots sin aristokratiska bakgrund, 
fördes vidare och blev en viktig kulturpolitiskt aktivitet i Sovjet. Med underlag i texter av Bourdieu 
och Said diskuteras elit, kulturellt kapital och elitutbildning för att förklara några av de politiska och 
samhällsmässiga mekanismer som bidragit till balettens unika position i Sovjet. För att placera 
Vaganova som pedagog i förhållande till balettundervisning och balett genom tiden, presenteras 
korta informativa kapitel om baletthistoria, och utveckling och spridning av Vaganovas metod, både 
i Sovjet/Ryssland och i andra länder. 

Key words: Classical ballet, Vaganova, ballet education, elite education, cultural politics in the 
Soviet Union 
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”The study of any pas in classical ballet is approached gradually from its rough, schematic 
form to the expressive dance. The same gradation exists also in the mastering of the whole 

art of the dance, from its first steps to the finished dance on the stage.”   
Agrippina Vaganova.1 

1. Introduction  

The idea of ballet is one of elegance and grace. But this effortlessness requires tremendous work 
and countless hours of repetitive work. And not everyone loving to dance is cut out for a career in 
ballet. It calls for a flexible, strong physique with a 180-degree turn-out and a nicely arched foot. 
One must have the ambition and will to work, honing the body as an instrument, ignoring pain, 
fatigue and minor injuries. And it is not just the dancing body; one must also fill that body with 
artistry and expression, whatever the role. To be a ballet dancer is hardly glamorous, but dedicated 
dancers have an urge to dance that overcomes many obstacles.  

A young student taking a leap into the world of ballet instantly becomes part of a long tradition. 
Ballet is a decidedly visual art form and is expressed in body movements. Ballet education can be 
characterized as an apprenticeship where the students are guided by teachers giving both oral and 
physical presentations of steps and combinations of steps. Moreover, the teacher will further his 
own interpretations of the aesthetics and methods in ballet technique. Classical ballet relies on a 
strong historical foundation and all students will encounter teachers representing traditions that 
reflect in their methods of teaching. For a student with talent and a wish to become a professional 
ballet dancer, the teacher is a very important person. A good teacher is supposed to give his or her 
students an extensive knowledge of the vocabulary of classical ballet, enabling them to coordinate 
intellect and movement and ultimately create a dancer with a pleasing artistic expression paired 
with impeccable technique. Benjamin Harkarvy, who was a renowned ballet teacher and 
choreographer2, explained the work of ballet teachers as “(…) an amazing balancing act, the 
meshing of body, mind, and soul! It is an incredible challenge, an immense responsibility.”3 

In this paper, presented as a part of my studies for a master’s degree in intellectual history, I will 
look at the ideas of teaching ballet and creating a systemized method. My protagonist is Agrippina 
Vaganova, a ballerina from the imperial ballet school and stage in St. Petersburg, who almost 
singlehandedly revolutionized the way ballet was taught. She was reared in the ballet tradition of 
old Imperial Russia, managed to survive the revolution in 1917-18, and emerged as an influential 
participant in the defining of ballet as an important art form in the Soviet Union. Vaganova 
continued to hone her skills throughout her whole life, developing a system consistent with 
methodical ballet pedagogy. Her method survived Stalinist cultural politics, the Soviet ‘thaw’ 
period, the collapse of the Soviet Union and its dominion. It had already begun to spread throughout 
the rest of the world during the Cold War period, and is still used in ballet education at present time. 

                                                      
1 Vaganova, Agrippina, Basic Principles of Classical Ballet: Russian Ballet Technique, 4th. ed. Dover Books, New 
York, 1969. 
2 Harkarvy was the director of the Julliard School dance division from 1992 until his death in 2002. 
3 Ward Warren, Gretchen, The Art of teaching Ballet, University Press of Florida, 1996. p. x. 
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My aim is to survey the changes Vaganova brought on, mirrored in the history of ballet teaching 
before and after her, and to show how she managed to give classic ballet a foundation strong 
enough to let ballet evolve and survive in a socialistic environment in spite of its aristocratic roots. 
Vaganova managed to systemize ballet education in a way that made it palatable to the new regime, 
even though the foundation of her system had its roots in the old styles taught and danced at the 
Imperial Ballet stage. How this was possible can perhaps be answered by placing ballet in a social 
context, stressing the elite education necessary to create accomplished dancers. Politics in the new 
Soviet Union was aimed at creating a new human being, well educated, ideological and healthy. 
Good socialist art was a part of forwarding the process, as well as being good education for 
everyone.  

Ballet is an elite art form involving both performers and viewers.  An important part of my 
investigation is to take a closer look at the ideas of cultural capital and elites and to discuss how 
they influence some of the avenues ballet has taken as it has moved into the 21st century. I will 
amplify on Soviet political views regarding classical ballet as a performative art and make a brief 
comparison with contemporary society in Russia. An understanding of the long and relatively 
unbroken tradition of classical ballet and how it has moved forward thanks to methods based on 
traditional apprenticeship and master teachers can perhaps shed light on some of the problems 
classical ballet is grappling with at the moment. With Agrippina Vaganova as my foremost 
exemplar, I hope to show the transition of teaching in ballet from the 20th to the 21st century as well 
as discussing ballet as an art form and how it is placed in various societies today. If I can capture 
some of the ways Vaganova’s ideas have been incorporated into today’s ballet teaching during my 
work, I aim to include that in my discussion and final conclusion. 

1.1 Sources and method 
My main source concerning Vaganova is her own book Basic Principles of Classical Ballet. I have 
worked with the fourth Russian edition (incorporating all extra material Vaganova added since the 
original edition from 1934), translated to English in 1946. To learn more about her life and her 
method, I  have found two recent titles, Pawlick’s Vaganova Today and Krasovskaya’s Vaganova, a 
dance journey from Petersburg to Leningrad, very useful. Krasovskaya was a ballerina in the Soviet 
Union in the 1930’s and later became the main historian of the Leningrad ballet. This is the first 
translation of  her book into English. For a better understanding of how the ballet functioned  in the 
Soviet system, Ezrahi’s Swans of the Kremlin has proven indispensable. 
 
In addition to these books, I have chosen a broad group of literary works describing Russian and 
Soviet ballet, as well as biographic literature about Vaganova and other prominent dancers and 
teachers from the same period. Some of them have given me much-needed information; others have 
mainly given perspective on the other texts. From the very extensive library of peer-reviewed 
scientific articles on ballet pedagogy, Vaganova method, and recent trends in ballet research 
available, I have tried to select articles as recently-written as possible that feature new knowledge 
regarding the subjects. To obtain some first-hand sources, I have explored newspaper articles and 
articles from ballet magazines as well as interviews, both written and broadcasted, with ballet 
teachers and researchers working with ballet.  
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I have read and viewed all sources, applying a contextually historical aspect. It is worth mentioning 
that the differences between texts from the Soviet Union and Western Europe before the fall of the 
Wall are distinct, and it was important to keep an objective eye when reading them and to place 
them in the political context of their time. The ideas and theories on teaching and Vaganova’s 
methods which I have had explored are expressed individually according to who has written or 
spoken on them. My aim has been to see them as such, to generalize only trends that are clearly 
common among teachers, dancers and students, and to place them in history accordingly. The 
original text on Vaganova’s method has been given extra focus, and I have tried to make an in-
depth analysis of the construction and presentation of Vaganova’s important textbook. 
 
1.2 Theoretical perspectives on elite culture 
The definition of elite is intricate, as it is bound to the society in which a special elite is placed. To 
help me undestand general traits that can be applied to many kinds of societies, I have read Said’s 
Orientalism in an enlarged volume from 1994, and Bourdieu’s Distinction: A Social Critique of the 
Judgment of Taste, published in 1979. It was something of a revelation to see that the British 
imperial system and the socialist Soviet system had some common denominators when it came to 
defining elite, and also to learn how education was actively used as a tool to create special elites in 
the system.  
 
The appreciation of culture according to class, and especially of what is defined as ‘high art,’ is 
characterized in Bourdieu’s work from 1979. Here he connected sociological concerns with ideas of 
taste and class by applying three related concepts: cultural capital, habitus and field. These terms 
have been useful for my own argumentation, as I have had to understand both the workings in a 
very narrow field (that of teaching and performing classical ballet) and a much larger one: the 
public at large and the true connoisseurs of the art form as it is performed on stage and in visual 
media. There is a paradox in the way ballet was transformed from courtly to public entertainment. 
This popularization was possible because the lower social classes learned to appreciate ballet and 
developed to be both connoisseurs and ardent fans of both art and artists. This broadening of the 
spectator group for classical ballet also broadened the habitus, which is commonly defined as a 
group with a refined taste for a special art form. Ezrahi describes how the “[G]overnment policy 
opened the bastions of imperial high culture to the masses, but the luxurious old-world charm of the 
ballets cetainly did not contribute to awakening a ‘Socialist conscience’ in the new audience.”4 
During the early years of the revolution, the workers flocked to see the same ballet performances 
that had delighted the previous noble spectators. While the new intellectual avant-garde ridiculed 
the old fashioned spectacles, the working-class audience much preferred “[…] the entertainment 
offered by the old ballets to the experiments of the avant-garde they did not understand.”5 
 
In the Soviet Union, all theatrical companies were state institutions, and many had schools attached 
to educate their artists. This opened up a system of elite schools where state-trained pedagogues 
taught using a method approved by the state system. A coherent ballet style emerged and the 
                                                      
4 Ezrahi, Christina, Swans of the Kremlin, University of Pittsburg Press 2012, p. 17. 
5 Ibid., p. 18. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Distinction_(1979_book)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Distinction_(1979_book)
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‘Soviet style’ was born. It is a distinct trait of totalitarian or imperial systems to use education as a 
standardizing tool, and schools become places for spreading ideology and conformity as well as 
learning. This type of educational system is authoritarian. Said remarks that: “There is nothing 
mysterious or natural about authority.[…] it is instrumental, it is persuasive; it has status, it 
establishes canons of taste and value; it is virtually indistinguishable from certain ideas it dignifies 
as true, and from traditions, perceptions, and judgements it forms, transmits, reproduces.”6  
Ballet education has been authoritarian for generations, and what better than to formalize and 
continue such a system for a regime wanting full state control over its inhabitants. This is another 
question I want to explore in my paper and connect to Vaganova’s system. 
 

2. Background 

2.1 A short history of ballet 
Ballet emerged during the late renaissance as a vehicle for courtly decorum where nobles could 
perform in front of their equals showing grace and dexterity. Ballet developed gracefulness and 
beauty in motion for young girls and young men could better their physique enabling them to ride 
and fence with strength and grace. The old adage, mens sana in corpore sano, was one closely 
connected to young courtiers and their education. The art of courtly dance reached its pinnacle 
under the reign of Louis XIV, where the king himself appeared in ballets that could proceed for 
hours. During the late 17th century ballet was incorporated in opera performances, coming forth as 
something to watch instead of something to partake in, and gradually ballet got professionalized.7 

When ballet turned into an established art form the need for proper education emerged. The first 
proper ballet school was established at the Paris Opera in 1713. In St. Petersburg a state-subsided 
school was opened in 1738 followed by Copenhagen in 1771. These schools are still in existence 
and furthering some traditions stretching back to the 18th century, an intriguing feat for artistic 
education. The evolving ballet created an opportunity for talented children from the lower tiers of 
society to perform on stage and gain some fame, but the spectators were mostly affluent people. In 
France and Russia it was an art sponsored and enjoyed by the court and the nobles up until the late 
19th century.  

2.2 Ballet in Russia  
In Russia, the first ballet performance probably took place in 1736. Two years later, the Empress 
Anna Ivanovna granted permission for a ballet school in the Winter Palace in St. Petersburg. The 
imperial court continued to patronize the ballet, which grew into a flourishing art form with 
sumptous performances that peaked during the last part of the 19th century under the artistic 
leadership of Marius Petipa. He choreographed works in cooperation with famed composers such as 
Tchaikovsky, Glazunov and Minkus, and made the imperial ballet in St. Petersburg into the most 
important classical company of its time.  

                                                      
6 Said, Edward, Orientalism, Vintage books 1994, p. 20 ff. 
7 Aschengreen, Erik, Balletbogen 1-2, Gyldendalske boghandel 1992, pp. 15-32, my summary of the Danish text. 
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The students at the imperial ballet school were considered members of the imperial household, and 
the ballet dancers were employed by the court. Students were mainly chosen from the lower social 
classes or from ballet families, and they had to have aptitude, near-perfect physical abilities and 
musicality, as well as promising good looks. The imperial school covered all the stage arts and 
educated ballet dancers, opera singers and stage actors. Along with lessons in ballet, dance, acting, 
singing and music, the students got a secondary school-level education, including French and 
playing the piano. To get a child accepted at the school was a dream for many poor families in 
Russia, as most of the students were employed after they had finished school.  
 
During the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the audience started to become less homogeneous. 
Among the nobility, corps diplomatique, high bourgeoisie and military officers were scattered 
spectators from the lower bourgeoisie, lesser officials, students, and even workers.  Many of them, 
regardless of class, were ardent lovers of ballet and ballet dancers―so ardent that a ” […] term, 
balletoman, was coined to describe the delirious disciples of the imperial ballet”.8 
 
In the early 20th century, Sergei Diaghilev started to present the highlights of Russian culture 
abroad. In 1909, he brought a group of dancers from the Imperial Ballet to Paris. Their first 
performance created a sensation and Russian ballet, art and music came to greatly influence 
companies on the continent until the Russian revolution. Later, the artists who fled revolutionary 
Russia had an excellent platform to start working from, and the Ballets Russes became a company 
in its own right, touring in Europe, USA and South America. After Diaghilev’s death in 1929, 
Wassily de Basil and René Blum formed a new company, Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo. They 
employed dancers from Diaghilev’s company and a group of new, talented “baby ballerinas” taught 
by former imperial ballerinas exiled in Paris. de Basil and Blum saw to the restoration of the 
repertoire from the Diaghilev period, as well as launching new exciting choreography created by 
former imperial dancers in collaboration with contemporary composers, artists and designers. The 
company was unstable and suffered from personal ambitions and strife which eventually broke it in 
two: the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo with Léonide Massine as creative force, and the Original 
Ballet Russe, led by Wassily de Basil. de Basil used many different choreographers as well as the 
traditional Russian repertoire. During WWII the two companies extensively toured the US, Canada, 
Australia and South America. 
 
2.3 Ballet in the Soviet Union 
After the 1918 revolution, Lenin questioned the need for such an outdated art form as ballet. It was 
seen as antirevolutionary, imperialistic and above all unnecessary for the new Soviet Russia. Still, 
in spite of its aristocratic roots, ballet survived and developed into an important socialistic art form 
during the 1920’s and 1930’s. Agrippina Vaganova systemized ballet teaching and created a 
recognizable style. Choreographers and composers created ballets presenting socially realistic 
subjects, and the classical repertoire was reinterpreted and modernized to meet the wishes of the 
new political order. How this shift was possible may seem hard to understand. It was actually the 

                                                      
8 Ezrahi 2012, p. 13. 
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survival of an aristocratic piece of high culture evolving to become a popular cultural art form with 
an inherent socialistic manifesto. The saviour of the scenic arts was mainly the minister of culture, 
Anatoly Lunacharsky. Lunacharsky argued that, “[…] the essence of religion, its human spiritual 
bond, could be achieved without God, but Marxism and modern science alone would not be able to 
reproduce the ecstatic solidarity of religion.”9 What he needed to reproduce was the feeling of 
enthusiasm shared in religious ceremonies, and this Lunacharsky felt was possible using the arts. He 
dreamed of Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerke (total works of art) combining dance, orchestral music 
and song with scenography and design, and presenting the glories of the New Soviet Man (novyi 
sovietskii chelovek). The only artists able to perform what Lunacharsky envisioned were those 
trained at artistic schools still surviving in Leningrad and Moscow and treading the stages at 
Marinskij and Bolshoi theatre. 

In the 1930’s and 1940’s,  a Soviet ‘style’ developed, with ballets choreographed to convey heroic 
struggle against oppressive powers using an athletic, jubilant dance style with expressive, 
sometimes even violent body alignments. Paris in Flames (Vainonen 1932), The Fountain of 
Bahktijsaraj (Sakharov 1934) and Romeo and Juliet (Lavrosvskij 1940) have been continuously 
danced.10 Some other lesser-known ballets from the early 1930’s that were banned by Stalin have 
been revived in the 21st century, among them The Bright Stream (choreography by Lophukov and 
music by Shostakovich) and The Golden Age (choreography by Vainonen and Jacobsen and music 
by Shostakovich).11 

During the Cold War, ballet was used as an important political tool to show Soviet cultural 
superiority and was performed alongside athletes and scientists showing their talents at international 
events. But those who were allowed to partake in these travels abroad were closely monitored by 
the party bureaucracy, as there was always a fear from the authorities that their prized dancers could 
defect. In her autobiography, Maya Plisetskaya describes everyday life of ballet dancers during 
Stalin’s reign of terror and during the milder climate of Khrushchev.12  Even if ballet was ruled by 
harsh political decrees and petty bureaucrats, the two largest institutions―Bolshoi in Moscow and 
Kirov (formerly Marinskij) in Leningrad―could retain a certain level of autonomy and artistic 
freedom. But this came at a cost. In the 1960’s several prominent dancers defected to the West. 
Nureyev, Makarova and Baryshnikov were the most famous, and their families and circles of 
friends were left to suffer for their actions. To the ballet companies in the West which these dancers 
came to work with, it meant that elements from the old legacy of classical ballet works that was still 
preserved in the Soviet Union could be staged in Europe. Nureyev’s restaging of Raymonda, 
Sleeping Beauty, and La Bayadère in Paris showed bravura dancing and spectacles of a kind that 
most of the public in Western Europe had never seen. During the 1970’s, the Soviet Union had 
more ballet companies and schools than any other country at that time. Ballet was truly an art for 

                                                      
9 Ezrahi, 2012, p. 27. 
10 Aschengreen 1992, p. 38. 
11 Judith Mackrell, “Diaghilev’s Ballet Russe: a century of sensations.” The Guardian  04. May 2009. Retrieved, 05. 
May 2016 at http://www.theguardian.com/stage/2009/may/04/diaghilev-ballet-russes-centenary?CMP=share_btn_link  
12 Plisetskaya, Maya, I, Maya Plisetskaya, Yale university Press 2001. 

http://www.theguardian.com/stage/2009/may/04/diaghilev-ballet-russes-centenary?CMP=share_btn_link
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the masses, but also something that “[…] showed the complex relationship between artistic 
development, politics and ideology in the Soviet Union.”13 

 

3. Teaching ballet 
 

“The mediocre teacher tells, 
The good teacher explains, 

The superior teacher demonstrates, 
The great teacher inspires”. 

William Arthur Ward.14 
 

 
From Vaganova’s Basic principles of classical ballet p. 55, showing the different national styles of a frontal attitude.  

 
3.1 Teaching ballet in a historical perspective 
When ballet became distinct from ballroom dancing, the need for a theoretical vocabulary rose. The 
universal language of ballet steps and combinations, French, is still used in ballet teaching today: 
pas de deux, coupé, chassé, pirouette, etc. One of the first theoreticians of ballet was the French 
ballet master Noverre, whose treatise, Lettres sur la Dance, was published in 1760. He set down his 
ideas on choreography, how music and movement should create a homogenous whole, and he 
cautioned against the use of irrelevant virtuosity. 
  
Traditionally, when ballet moved away from the court and onto the stage, ballet masters were active 

                                                      
13 Ezrahi 2012, p. 135. 
14 William Arthur Ward (1921-1994), American writer of maxims. Retrieved 15. May 2016 from 
http://www.ottawaballetschool.com/Ballet-Methods.html  

 

http://www.ottawaballetschool.com/Ballet-Methods.html
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male solo dancers who did choreography, often played an instrument or two, and taught company 
classes. They might coach and choreograph for soloists, but frequently solos were formed in 
cooperation with the soloists themselves. Retired dancers of both genders often accepted private 
students, either coaching them to gain acceptance at a school attached to a ballet company or giving 
lessons to amateurs, enabling them to show deportment and grace on the ballroom floor. Dancing 
was at this time a combination of innovative individuals who brought the art forward artistically or 
technically and a passing on of traditions “from hand to hand, from foot to foot.”15 

The shift from courtly ballroom dancing to a dramatic art with professional artists called for a more 
systemized education.  When Carlo Blasis published his Traité Elémentaire, Théorique et Pratique 
de l’Art de la Dance in 1820, his book was the first comprehensive work on ballet technique as it is 
understood today, and Blasis was the first to “[…] tell how to do it; he codified classical ballet 
technique.”16  August Bournonville never wrote an actual treatise, but he assembled a 
comprehensive classroom combination of excercises, Cinquante Enchaînements, some of which are 
still in use both at the Royal Danish Ballet school and at other schools, especially in the United 
States.17 
 
3.2 Russian teachers before Vaganova 
The Imperial Ballet school in St. Petersburg was founded in 1738. Home of many famous students, 
it has survived dramatic and explosive periods of Russian history. Throughout most of the school’s 
history, students have studied an eight-year course, starting their education at age nine or ten. In the 
beginning, mostly French ballet masters taught at the school, as ballet was a foreign art yet to be 
established in Russia. Charles Didelot and Jules Perrot both worked in St. Petersburg during the 18th 
century. A tradition for visiting soloists and resident prima ballerinas to give technique classes was 
also initiated during this period and continued until the Russian revolution. The bravura of the 
Italian ballerinas was especially appreciated and copied. Thus the methodology of the school 
absorbed manifold styles: the technical virtuosity of the Italians through Cecchetti’s teaching; the 
romanticism of the French from Didelot, Perrot and, foremost of all, Petipa; the precision of the 
Danes from Christian Johansson, who had studied with Auguste Bournonville in Copenhagen.  
  
When the Russians themselves turned out accomplished dancers, they added a stylish twist of their 
own both on stage and in their teaching when they retired from the stage and were absorbed into the 
classroom. It is often referred to as ‘the Russian soul’ a phenomenon in Russian mythopoeia which 
I will not undertake to explain in this paper. A dance writer from the Soviet era characterized it 
thus: “[Its] sources and roots are to be found in the very nature of the national character and in the 
popular traits of Russian folk culture. Such are the reason for the unusual popularity of ballet and 
the paradoxes of its history in Russia.”18  During Vaganova’s study years, her foremost teachers 

                                                      
15 Pawlick, Catherine E., Vaganova Today: The Preservation of Pedagogical Tradition, University Press of Florida, 
2011, p. 76. 
16 Foster, Rory, Ballet Pedagogy: The Art of Teaching, University Press of Florida 2010, p. 8. 
17 Ibid., p. 15. 
18 Demidov, Alexander, The Russian Ballet: Past and Present, translated from the Russian by Guy Daniels, London 
1978, p. 3. 
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were Ekaterina Vazem, Christian Johansson and Olga Preobrajenskaja. Later, she had the 
opportunity to observe Cecchetti’s advanced technique classes but not partake in them. When 
Vaganova danced on stage, the Russian-born dancers who became teachers dominated the school.  
Among the more famous were Lev Ivanov, the Legat brothers (older brother Nicolas later became 
ballet master and a teacher of Vaganova), and Mikhail Fokine.  
 
3.3 Vaganova, a short biography 
Agrippina Yakovlevna Vaganova was born 1879 in St. Petersburg. She was accepted at the Imperial 
Ballet school in 1889 and graduated in 1897. When she turned 18, she was accepted into the corps 
de ballet at the MarinskijMarinskij Theater. She retired in 1916 with a ballerina title, but also 
slightly embittered by her career on stage. Vaganova was tall, with slightly masculine looks, strong 
muscular legs and a straight back. Throughout her entire dancer’s life, she worked to mask her 
various physical weaknesses, as her body did not conform to the feminine ideals of the time. “[…] 
onstage this powerful face lost expressive movement…She was also large in relation to the short-
statured dancers of the time.”19 What she lacked in looks was compensated for by physical strength, 
high jumps and a brilliant technique. During her career, she was known as ‘the Queen of 
variations’. Even though she had passed her final exams with the highest grades, she was left 
working in the corps, almost forgotten, for a score of years. A new system, allowing dancers to 
audition for roles, offered Vaganova new possibilities, and she slowly gained the attention of ballet 
critics and balletomanes in the audience. As her variations were performed with such brilliance, she 
was often asked to dance a da capo in the ballets she took part in. Nicolas Legat described 
Vaganova’s early days on the stage as a time when “any performance of Vaganova in the variations 
of her usual repertoire was accompanied by unanimous, stormy success. There was never a case 
when they didn’t insist by means of persistent curtain calls that she repeat her variation, sometimes 
even twice.”20 

When Vaganova left the stage, she started to teach at various private ballet schools. It was not until 
1921, when Vera Trefilova, head of the Leningrad State Choreographic School left the Soviet 
Union for France, that Vaganova was invited to teach at the state school in Leningrad. The Kirov 
ballet also asked her to teach the advanced classes of ‘perfection’ for ballerinas at the theatre, and 
for this she was not unprepared. Her own continuous personal work to gain perfection made her 
analysis of movement sound, and with a structured mind she could convey this to her students. 
Vaganova liked her own teacher, Ekaterina Vazem, because she took teaching seriously and made 
her students work hard. Vazem came prepared with a clear idea of what she wanted the students to 
achieve.  “She approached the development of strength in the legs by means of technically 
developed squats and plié, working the torso and partially the arms to develop softness.”21 This 
preparedness, and the absolute knowledge of what she wanted her students to achieve, became the 
hallmark of Vaganova’s own teaching. Her first tentative conclusions of how she wanted to teach 
“[…] were drawn from a comparison of two teaching systems of ballet teaching that served the 

                                                      
19 Pawlick 2011, p. 10. 
20 Legat, in Pawlick 2011, p. 23. 
21 Pawlick., 2011, p.7 
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Russian stage at the end of the nineteenth century under the conventional appellations of French and 
Italian schools.”22 

From 1931 to 1937 Vaganova was artistic director of the State Academic Theatre of Opera and 
Ballet, formerly the Mariinsky Theater, later the Kirov Ballet. She continued to draw on classical 
tradition, but also introduced her own take on some classical ballets, including her own version of 
Swan Lake in 1936. At the time, traditional ballet was being attacked as too conservative and 
creatively stagnant, and choreographers were trying ro rework the classical ballets, introducing 
enhancements on the historical themes, creating dramatic and well-developed plots, and in general 
presenting the characters in a more realistic way. In Krasovskayas’s biography on Vaganova, she 
describes how Vagnova “[...] was responsible for an encroachment upon one of the sacred works of 
the classical heritage, as well as the company, for the theater, and ulitimately for the future of ballet 
itself.”23 Vaganova’s retake on Swan Lake received a mixed reception, but it is one of the many re-
staging’s of Swan Lake where ballet masters and choreographers have sought to put their own 
stamp on the ballet's scenario, while to a considerable extent still maintaining the traditional 
choreography for the dances, as this is still regarded as a something almost sacrosanct. What 
Vaganova strove to do was to adapt something seen as old-fashioned and unbelievable by the 
official powers to a more modern and comprehensible performance. She transformed the story to 
one inspired by a Gorky novel, The Story of a Young Man in the Nineteenth Century, and made the 
hero, Prince Siegfried, into a young melancholic man falling captive to his romantic fantasies. The 
social realism of the time preferred a ‘happy’ ending with a “ […] clear-cut victory of good over 
evil, [and] the Kirov and Bolshoi’s productions of Swan Lake replaced the ballet’s original tragic-
romantic ending, which united Odette and the prince in a victory of love over evil in the afterlife, 
with a life-affirming victory over evil in this life.”24 To achieve this, Vaganova took away a lot of 
the old mimed parts in the ballet and amplified on the many folkloristic character dances.  

3.4  Vaganova’s influence on ballet teaching in the Soviet Union 
In the 1930’s, Agrippina Vaganova standardized the syllabus and reshaped the school, thus creating 
one of the first ballet educations based on theoretical pedagogical ideas. Her methods were 
approved by the Soviet system and, when the anniversary of what would have been her 100th 
birthday was remembered in 1979, the director of Kirov, former premier danseur Konstantin 
Sergeyev, wrote, “[…] the young generation of Soviet dancers did not want to be locked up in the 
framework of the wonderful past of the Russian ballet. Vaganova actively took young dancers from 
the side, became their ideologue, and supported their artistic enthusiasm […]”25 After Vaganova’s 
death in 1951, the school was renamed The Vaganova Academy of Russian Ballet as homage to her. 
Her method has survived until this very day, and has been one of the important building blocks for 
creating outstanding artists such as Soviet ballerinas Marina Semenova, Galina Ulanova, Natalia 

                                                      
22 Chistyakova, V., “Introduction to the fourth Russian edition” in Vaganova, Agrippina: Basic Principles of Classical 
Ballet. Translated from Russian by Anatole Chujoy, New York, 1969, reprint of 2nd English edition from 1953. 
23 Krasovskaya, Vera, Vaganova. A dance journey from Petersburg to Leningrad. Translated form the Russian original 
(1989) by Vera Siegel. University Press of Florida 2005, p. 172. 
24 Ezrahi 2012, p. 48. 
25 Pawlick, p. 51. 
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Dudinskaya, Ninella Kurgapkina, Alla Osipenko and the male dancers Mikhail Baryschnikov, 
Alexander Godunov and Rudolf Nureyev. It has also produced teachers of excellence whose names 
are still remembered and revered by students both in Russia and abroad.  

After the publication of Basic Principles of Classical Ballet, Vaganova’s system spread to ballet 
companies already established in Moscow and Perm and to newer companies such as the one in 
Novosibirsk created in 1945.  Her system also spread to satellite countries in the East European 
sector. Vaganova’s method was the only approved system for classic ballet education during most 
of the period of communist rule of the Soviet Union. It was first translated into English in 1946, and 
has since then been translated to many other languages. 
 

4. Vaganova’s methods. 
”It was obvious that I was not progressing. And that was a terrible thing to realize. So then I 
started to feel pangs of dissatisfaction both with myself and with the old system of teaching.”26  

4.1 Basic Principles on Classical Ballet  
Vaganova’s system presents theory and practice in ballet and a systematic method useful for 
teaching ballet at all levels. In 1934 she published Basic Principles of Classical Ballet, a book 
explaining and elucidating her ideas. Before I start to analyze her work, it is important to know that 
this slim volume, printed in four editions during Vaganova’s lifetime and subsequently enlarged by 
her, gives clear guidelines when it comes to which steps to use for each level, but doesn’t prevent a 
creative process by dictating exactly how a movement is supposed to be executed. Vaganova 
wanted to systemize ballet teaching to get a system for progressive teaching so that the pedagogue 
could work on building the strength and developing the body of young dancers, preparing them for 
more arduous work. In her mind, a settled syllabus that evolved logically according to the stage of 
progress could create not only better dancers, but also a more homogenous style that would be 
beneficial for the ballet as an art form. Many choreographers envisioned a corps that moved as one 
body, but due to different forms of basic training this was hard to achieve. Vaganova wasn’t 
interested in a pre-programmed syllabus that would prevent artistic freedom, though. It was a 
revelation to me that during a period of Russian history not exactly known for its care for the 
individual, someone would construct a system where it was possible to develop a teaching style of 
one’s own and use the system as a support and inspiration when teaching. 

Vaganova had an inquisitive mind.  Her biographer Krasovskaya writes about Vaganova’s 
admiration of her teacher Evgenia Vazem: “[She had…] the habit of analyzing each movement, 
whether a most difficult element or simply a preparation.”27 In the time of Vaganova’s own 
education, each teacher had his own way of presenting class and building up the practice. The 
individuality of the teachers was not Vaganova’s main problem; it was the general lack of 
explanation. The whys and hows were left unanswered. Very few teachers could break down a step 
in logical parts and explain the movement in depth. Vaganova remarked on her class with the 

                                                      
26 Pawlick 2011, p. 25. 
27 Krasovskaya 2005, p. 19. 
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Swedish born Christian Johansson: “Receiving 10 points at the exam, I entered the older class by 
the same pedagogue [Johansson]. As much as possible, near the approach of the end of our 
education, they gave us more difficult movements, more jumps and pointe work, but alas, this took 
place without explanation.”28 In her own book Vaganova writes: “From the first year of study and 
until the end of the career, the daily exercises of the pupils and the dancers consist of the same 
steps. True, at the end of the first year the pupil is not yet doing all the exercises, but even the 
beginner goes through the movements which will later form part of the full exercises of the 
dancer.”29 An accomplished dancer never abandons the exercises he or she was taught as a young 
beginner. The art can always be perfected and a step better understood. The system and the method 
Vaganova presented was a product of her own experiences and a critical assimilation of what she 
had encountered and learned during her own time as a student and her later time onstage at the 
Marinskij Theater.  

Basic Principles of Classical Ballet presents Vaganova’s ideas in a short preface by the author. 
There are densely written remarks on the use of terminology, and why it is still in French, how to 
construct a lesson and in the following text she describes placement and steps. There are no 
manifestos or ideological pathos in the text; everything is down to earth, practical and 
understandable even to someone not familiar with ballet. After the preface, there is an introduction. 
Here Vaganova clarify her ideas on the approach to ballet. “The study of any pas [movement] in 
classical ballet is approached gradually from its rough schematic form to the expressive dance. The 
same graduation exists also in the mastering of the whole art of the dance, from its first steps to the 
finished dance on the stage.”30 Then she continues, explaining the buildup of exercises during a 
class, the way dance is brought to form, and how children learning to dance are gradually made 
aware of how they execute their steps in order to make them dance. But when she describes the 
rigidity of daily work in ballet class, she is not rigid in constructing her lessons. Even if the daily 
class consists of basically the same steps; variations in tempi, the degree of difficulty and 
combination of steps will keep the interest of students and heighten their learning curve.  She wrote, 
“I cannot give a rigid plan for the construction of lessons. This is the realm where the decisive part 
is played by the experience and the sensibility of the teacher. It requires absolute 
individualization.”31  

The largest part of the book consists of the steps and movements in classical ballet. Each step is 
clearly defined and illustrated with simple drawings. Vaganova starts with the basic conceptions, 
works on to battements (where the leg is extended and returned to the position from which it was 
extended), rond de jambes (rotary movement of the legs, either fixed to the floor or in the air), 
movements of the arms and poses of the body. She continues with chapters on “connecting and 
auxiliary movements”32, jumps, beats, point work (dancing on the tip of the toes in point shoes with 

                                                      
28 Pawlick, 2011, p. 8. From Vaganova – Stat’i Vspominanie Materialy, 38, at the Vserossiskogo Teatralnogo 
Obshestvo. 
29 Vaganova 1969 (1934), p. 14. 
30 Ibid., p. 11. 
31 Ibid., p. 13. 
32 Ibid., p. 59. 
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hard tips) and turns.33 The last part of the book contains material included in the fourth revised 
edition of Basic Principles of Classical Ballet. This edition was prepared and emendated by 
Vaganova herself, but appeared in print about a year after her death. A copy of the third edition with 
Vaganova’s notes for these emendations is still preserved in the State Theater Museum at St. 
Petersburg (formerly Leningrad).34  In the supplementing notes Vaganova remarks “It is necessary 
to add that the achievement of full coordination of all movements of the human body in the dance 
exercise will enable the dancer later on to infuse ideas and moods into the movements, that is, to 
give them that expressiveness which is called artistry. I do not treat of this matter extensively in this 
manual, but I include it in my lessons, working it out in detail every day in my older classes and my 
most advanced classes.”35 

Vaganova knew the importance of individuality and artistry. Her system for teaching was designed 
to involve the whole body in every movement, and it made sure that equal attention was paid to the 
upper body, legs and feet. Vaganova believed that this holistic approach to movement would 
increase the students’ consciousness of the body and enable them to create a harmony of movement 
and to gain artistry and a greater expressive range onstage. Even though it is not expressly 
mentioned except in a short note in her emended book, descriptions of her teaching show that the 
aim for perfection of technique always pointed to the way dancers presented themselves onstage. 

Vaganova’s methodology is based on the lessons she got at the imperial ballet school and includes 
the best parts from the different ‘national’ styles she was taught. One of the most important parts is 
how Vaganova defined the arms, the port de bras: “All movements begin with participation of the 
arms, head, and eyes, and all the parts of the body are connected.”36 When all parts of the body are 
working together in a harmonious whole, it looks good on stage, but it also feels good for the 
dancer, who can concentrate on his/her artistry and expression and not only on the rigorousness of 
technique. Natalia Dudinskaya (prima ballerina at Kirov during the 1930's to 1950's) recounts 
Vaganova’s special methods, “A single style, […]  the expressiveness of the arms, […]  the iron 
aplomb of the torso, the noble and natural placement of the head ― these are the distinguishing 
characteristics of Vaganova’s school. The grammar of Vaganova helps to achieve the full freedom 
of dance. We know that dance, when we master it fully, brings huge joy.”37   

Vaganova created her method to help the ballet teachers to teach in a systemized way, achieving the 
greatest possible strength and technique. At the same time, this basic training was supposed to make 
the dancer so familiar with the technique that he could relax and start working with his expression 
and artistry. There are no short cuts for dancers. Strength, flexibility and coordination must always 
be in focus, and this takes patience and repetition. Iskra Ring, for many years the head of classical 
ballet education at DOCH in Stockholm, has written: “[…] there are no quick fixes. That is why 

                                                      
33 Vaganova abhorred the term pirouette used for female dancers and recommended using the term tours, instead. This 
practice was common in Soviet, and prevails in Russia today.  
34 Vaganova 1969, p. xiv. 
35 Ibid., p. 161. 
36 Ibid., p. xiii. 
37 Pawlick, 2011, p. 63. 
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discipline, authority, demands, respect and patience are central concepts of classical ballet 
pedagogy. However, the foundation is always generosity, a sense of humour, and warmth[…]”38  

In Vaganova’s time as a supreme director of the Leningrad State Choreographic School, she had a 
dedicated cadre of teachers taking care of the lower and intermediate classes for girls, and the boys’ 
classes. Vaganova held the finishing classes, where the female students gained their polishing and 
artistic expressivity. When it came to selecting her faculty members Vaganova was very serious. 
She believed that “[…] one had to be born a ballet teacher the same way some are born poets or 
ballerinas. Often she would see a gifted teacher in a mediocre dancer […] and she never made a 
mistake.”39  

One of Vaganova’s last students, Irina Kolpakova, tells about class with Vaganova:”She was strict 
but fair, and we had to follow her instructions unfailingly. […] The order of the exercises was 
always the same, but the combinations and tempos were different, and they increased in difficulty 
as the class progressed.”40 

4.2 First reception in the Soviet Union 
Vaganova published her book Osnovye Klassicheskogo Tansa in 1934.41 Krasovskaya notes that it 
“[…]  caused an unexpected stir.”42 Vaganova received many letters from ballet educators all over 
the country thanking her for a helpful tool in their daily work. The book had to be reprinted as it 
was in such demand. Soon it was recognized abroad. It was published in June 1934, and already in 
September of the same year the French journal International Dance Archives reviewed it.  
 
What made this slender volume of technical classes so popular?  The ballet schools of old, even the 
prestigious ones, had a certain level of training which produced good―sometimes even 
brilliant―dancers. But seen with the modern eyes of the Soviet Union, the old system was thought 
to suffer “[…]  from the complete absence of a scientific approach, and was of a restrictive, caste 
character.”43 Vaganova’s book altered this and showed that her tried and tested methods could be  
scientifically proven by the systematic study of all ballet movements by breaking them down into 
their separate elements. Her method is characterized by impeccable precision, attention to detail, 
ease of execution, emotion-evoking grace, and individual creativity. All this Vaganova managed to 
convey in about 150 pages, complete with instructive illustrations.  
 
Vaganova had worked diligently to methodize the act of teaching ballet, not just to help her fellow 
teachers, but also to prove the worth of ballet as an art. The first years of Stalin’s rule put even more 
ideological pressure on ballet and theater than the years directly after the revolution. In 1933, Ivan 
Sollertinsky wrote in the first volume of A history of Soviet theater, “ Indeed, the feudal court 

                                                      
38 Ring, Iskra, Den röda tråden: Metod och konsekvens i undervisning av klassisk balett. Danshögskolan 2003, p. 8.  
My translation from Swedish. 
39 Makarova, Natalia, A Dance Autobiography, New York 1979, p. 27. 
40 Irina Kolpakova, in Krasovskaya 2005, p. xii. 
41 The first English edition was published in 1946, and two later enlarged editions appeared in 1953 and 1969. 
42 Krasovskaya 2005, p. 216. 
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conception of theater as effective, colourful and intended to know and demonstrate the splendor and 
magnificence of the regime (and that was its function in the class struggle) was given completely 
free rein in ballet.”44 Despite these accusations, the artistic practise showed a startling level of 
resistance to something that testified to the strength of tradition, even though the former Imperial 
Ballet school45 was charged “[…]  with deliberate conservatism, backwardness, creative impotence; 
the critics demanded its reform ‘from top to bottom’. And during this […] an instructional system 
rigorousely tested in practice was being developed […by] Agrippina Vaganova.”46  
 
The will to systematize and make the approach to teach ballet more scientific was politically 
appreciated, and the same year her book was published; on Vaganova’s initiative, a pedagocical 
department was opened at the Leningrad Choreographic School. At the same time, a national 
department was formed to instruct teachers for the ballet theatres from the Soviet Union republics. 
Ballet companies with attached schools were formed all over the Soviet republics; Kiev, Odessa, 
Lvov, Donetsk, Voronezh, Gorky, Kuibyshev, Novosibirsk and Sverdlovsk were among the first. 
 
Ballet was taking its first steps as a national enterprise, and Vaganova’s book was helping to 
spreading a style of pedagogy “[…] dealing with a uniform, solitary technique of dance for the 
entire troupe […]”47 The ‘Vaganova style’ was noted by ballet historian Ludmila Blok already in 
1937. At the time, she called it “strong, bright optimistic and dance realism, nothing ‘otherworldly’, 
or innapropriate, only pleasing to the eye.”48 But how to employ the style, and in which 
productions, was to become a constant struggle between theaters and Ministry of Culture well into 
the 1970’s. Ezrahi points out that there was a “[…]  complex relationship between artistic 
development, politics and ideology in the Soviet Union. There was significant continuity of artistic 
thought across the Russian Revolution, showing that the development of ballet maintained a 
dynamic of its own even within the intrusive ideological context of the Soviet experience.” 49 
  
4.3 From guide to decree. Can anyone teach Vaganova? 
Vaganova viewed her own book as a guide. She did not lay down the rules; rather, she suggested a 
way of unfolding exercices which to her seemed logical and had proved fruitful during her 
pedagogical work. “The lesson does not unfold immideately as a whole but develops through 
excercises at the barre and in the centre to adagio and allegro.”50 She started out with easy 
combinations for the beginners and gradually made the steps faster and the combinations more 
complicated. Her emphasis was on engaging the entire body, promoting harmonious movement of 
arms, legs, and torso. She believed that the torso was the core of all movements, and wanted to give 
strength to this area. A special exercise prescribed for this area was doing pliès with the feet in first 
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position. This is a sort of bow done while the feet are turned sideways―something which is 
difficult for most people, as one has to balance and control the movement while executing it. That is 
why Vaganova believed in steady practice and repetition of the same excercises on a daily basis, 
which led her dancers to develop extremely strong abdominal and back muscles, supporting them in 
all their other moves. Her main purpose was to arrive at a level of harmony where all the parts of 
the body could move in total coordination. The control of the torso, and above all solar plexus, 
helped them achieve this.  
 
Vaganova was a creative teacher who constantly questioned her own methods and strove to develop 
them. Her book deals with the ‘basic principles,’ but Vaganova always remarked, as remembered 
by one of her students, Gabriela Komleva, “[…]  you should develop and perfect it, [that] you can 
leave it as it is, but you can to add to it.”51 Vaganova did this herself, and always worked on 
perfecting her ideas.  Later, her own students working with pedagogy continued her work, “[…]  
they didn’t change anything of the old, but they added something, they sought a method of teaching, 
a method on how to carry out the teaching.”52 This continued two or three generations after  
Vaganova, but then the chain was broken. The system as it was formulated in Vaganova’s book 
gained increased importance, as no one remembered Vaganova personally any more. Alla 
Osipenko, one of Vaganova’s last students explains, “When I studied under her, it was the end of 
the 40s, beginning of the 50s, and she had changed many things written in that book. So when they 
say now, ‘I teach Vaganova’s system’ or ‘I base my lessons on Vaganova’s method,’ my approach 
is that we don’t know her system. […]  Every day she did something new, searched for 
something...her method was her personal method, her personal system.”53   
 
Gennadi Seliutskij, born in 1937 was never himself a pupil of Vaganova. He has a rather open view 
on Vaganova’s method. “Method […] cannot be unchanging, it is a living thing, constantly 
developing, but the basics must not be forgotten […] if the basics are preserved the pedagogue can 
go further and develop the method. […] We need to look at Vaganova’s book and not forget what is 
written there.”54 
 
Vaganova prepared her students with an impeccable technique. When they had arrived at a high 
technical standard, she started to teach them artistry. Ballet dancers have to develop two ways to 
gain what with a Bourdieusian terminology can be called technical and artistic capital. Technique is 
an important stepping stone, but the grand total will not increase if the artistic part is neglected. 
Today the emphasis in Russian training is placed on technical brilliance. When this is demanded, 
teachers conform to make their students acquire flexibility and bravura steps rather than developing 
them to become autonomous dancers with artistic purpose.  
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A recent study of South Korean dance students has shown that there will be an imbalance when 
technique takes precedence over artistic training.55  
 
This is a prevalent trend not only in Russia and South Korea, but all over the professional dancing 
world. Sergei Vikulov, former Kirov dancer and a renowned pedagogue, complains of today’s 
ballet, “We are in a midst of a deep cultural catastrophe, on a global scale. Not in the excution of art 
―people can produce art, or what is considered art  today―but in the creation of it. […] We have 
talented people but […], [T]he number of cabrioles is not important, rather what are they about, 
why are they performed?56   
 
The Vaganova Academy still teaches using the foundations laid down by Vaganova, but they have 
developed those foundations. Some of the teachers fear that the core of the tradition is disappearing 
and that Vaganova’s method is a pleasant cushion to lean on when teaching something competely 
alien to her method. They agree that the basic technique is still there, but that the individuality and 
the soulful artistry is lost.57 In Vaganova Today: The preservation of pedagogical tradition, written 
by ballet historian Christina Pawlick, she concludes: “Vaganova’s system endures, which speaks of 
its strength, longevity, and the heavy weight of tradition that has been supported by the Russian 
government, by social philanthropists, and by countless pedagogues and dancers who perpetuate it 
by devoting their life work to the art of ballet. If, as so many pedagogues insist, the core principles 
of Vaganova technique can continue to be preserved while adapting to changing times, then 
Vaganova’s system of ballet training will withstand any future vagaries that may arise in ballet, and 
will persist for decades to come.”58  
 
The main problem with the written instructions of Vaganova’s technique is not the way it is used at 
the Vaganova Academy and by teachers working in Russia. Here the system is well known and has 
been developed since 1934. The problems arise when teachers with an eclectic training pedigree 
and no formal training to be teachers start using a formalized system they have gained from a book 
describing a method. They fail to understand that all systems and methods are merely tools, specific 
approaches to the teaching process. Professor emeritus at DePaul University dance department Rory 
Foster writes about basic ballet teaching: “The efficacy and successful outcome of a student’s 
training lies in the teacher’s ability and effectiveness in using the tool. Knowing how to use this tool 
effectively requires good teaching skills.”59 A system used for the matter of the system is not proper 
teaching, it is to “give class rather teach class” according to Foster.60 
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4.4 Vaganova’s method today  
The Vaganova Academy is still considered one of the most prestigious ballet schools in the world, 
and the competition to get a place in its programme is fierce. A branch has started in the United 
States, and there are classes in St. Petersburg where foreign students can compete for places and pay 
their way into the system. The graduates from the school have been known for their elegance, 
refinement, musicality, and technical strength, but during the last decade the increased 
incorporation of acrobatics and excesses seen in contemporary choreography in the classrooms of 
the school have decreased some of its classical standards according to ballet writers and critiques. 
The courses held for teachers maintain a high quality, and many teachers from all over the world 
take regular courses in St. Petersburg to maintain their skills and to be able to exchange experiences 
with each other. It is noteworthy that dancers retiring from the stage in Russia still are required to 
take an academic teachers’ training course, including pedagogy and didactics, before starting to 
teach at a state school. In most of Europe this is not compulsory. As an example, Sweden has an 
academic school, DOCH (Dans och Cirkus Högskolan), both in practice and theory teaching ballet 
pedagogy at a level up to Ph.D., but it is not mandatory for the state schools to employ degree ballet 
teachers; they can choose whomever they like irrespective of pedagogical training. Vaganova 
preferred dancers to become teachers as she thought that “[I]t is difficult to communicate our ‘mute’ 
art accurately in manuals.”61 She wanted the teachers to be able to demonstrate, to show with their 
own bodies, what they wanted their students to achieve. This calls for someone who has trained in, 
but has not necessarily had a career in, ballet.  
 
The method as such is still alive and how Vaganova’s legacy is kept alive will be discussed further 
in chapter six, linked to the current situation of both ballet and ballet education in Russia and other 
parts of the world. 

 
5. Ballet and elite 

5.1 Culture as a class marker 
Taste is not simple. When analyzed, the consumption of objects and cultural events can help to 
define where people are placed in the hierarchies of society. Pierre Bourdieu put the distinctions of 
cultural consumption on the map with his ground breaking work  Distinction: A Social Critique of 
the Judgment of Taste. Even if his guinea pig was the French bourgeouise society of the 1960s, the   
conclusions and general ways of analyzing taste and culture have shown themselves valuable in 
many different fields of research dealing with class and patterns of culture. Bourdieu stressed that 
his work was not excessively political or French as, “[…] there is nothing more universal than the 
project of objectifying the mental structures associated with the particularity of a social structure. 
Because it presupposes an epistomological break which is also a social break. A sort of estrangment 
from the familiar, domestic, native world, the critique […] of culture invites each reader, through 
the ‘making strange’ as beloved by the Russian formalists, to reproduce on his or her own behalf the 
critical break of which it is the product.”62  
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Bourdieu contended that people who belong to the same social group and occupy the same social 
space (habitus) share the same tastes, and this applies across all forms of symbolic practice. 
Bourdieu was aware that this generalization has exceptions, as individuals and groups can move 
outside their habitus for various reasons. In his theory, Bourdieu connected habitus with the second 
of his concepts, cultural capital. He argued that the social logic of taste is not correlated to natural 
aptitudes in a group of people, but it is connected to “[…] their statistical correlation with, first, 
level of education and, second, with position―that is, with position in the occupational class 
structure.”63 
 
The question of ballet in Russia and its place in society can perhaps be facilitated by placing it in a 
Bourdieusian context. Imperial Russia was ruled by an autocratic czar and aristocratic elite, 
supported by strong military and, since the 18th century, a secret police organization. St. Petersburg 
was the center of power, a place where architecture and cultural institutions emphasized the 
importance as well as the refinement of the imperial family and the ruling system. The cultural 
programs initiated by the imperial family can be seen as noble pleasure and thus inaccessible to the 
broad masses due to lack of education, funds or the possibility to get to a city with cultural 
institutions. In the country, peasants still lived within a feudal structure where little had changed 
since medieval times. The level of education was high among parts of the nobility and bourgeoisie 
if they lived in cities or were close to the ruling system. Peasants, small holders and workers most 
often were illiterate. On the other hand, Russia before the revolution maintained an intangible 
cultural heritage which also had its roots in medieval times. Storytelling, acting out and dance were 
all parts of this tradition. 

Ballet, when it was established in imperial Russia, quickly became one of the cultural jewels. The 
children of the ballet school were part of the imperial household, and the ballet dancers and other 
performers at the imperial stage were employed by the imperial family themselves. Ballet dancers 
might not come from the higher social groups but they were considered, due to their special 
training, schooling and closeness to the imperial family, to be an elite worthy of privileges. Various 
members of the imperial family and their closest circle had their own favourites among the dancers 
whom they sponsored in various ways.64 This can be seen in comparison to France and Italy, where 
ballet was either ‘high’ art appreciated by the bourgeoisie or great spectacles for the pleasure of the 
uneducated city public and pleasure-seeking noblemen driven by spleen.65  In England during the 
latter half of the 19th century, ballet was considered a vulgar form of art and a part of the music hall 
scene, even if famous dancers still came and staged classical performances at various theatres.66 

Culture is closely connected to education, and Bourdieu shows that a higher degree of education 
enhances the appreciation of ‘high’ art. When Bourdieu defines art it is, among other things, “[…] 
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something which communicates, as it were, from body to body, like the rhythm of music or the 
flavour of colours, that is, falling short of words and concepts.”67 Yet, the appreciation of ‘high’ art 
includes to partake of a “[…] discourse  intended only to be read, decoded, interpreted, which the 
intellectualist view makes of it.”68 Education is also an important tool for totalitarian systems, 
which use it as one of the ways to further their authority. Totalitarianism is closely connected to 
imperialism, as Edward Said has poignantly revealed. When establishing colonies, Britain and 
France used education as a tool to encourage its case. Other nations have done this as well (Spain in 
South America is a prominent example), but both Britain and France actively used it as a political 
tool. As colonial powers, Britain and France implemented academic systems in their colonial 
territories that were based on their own academic systems. The curricula were taken verbatim from 
their own academic institutions and promising pupils were sent abroad to finish their educations, 
thus getting the ‘town bronze’ of a Western institution. Said mentions the problem that imperial 
powers thought that, “[S]ubject races did not have it in them to know what was good for them.”69 
Knowledge is so highly specialized that it requires the specific concern of specialists and the 
general concerns of a social system of authority. This is a discussion which is easily transferred to a 
society dealing with class struggles, such as pre- and post-revolutionary Russia. 

It can be asked if there were any real appreciation of dance among the broad masses of Russians 
after the revolution. The Soviet dance writer Alexander Demidov explained the general love of 
ballet in Russia as the perception of something that was “[…] born when words were powerless. It 
always bore within it a spiritual and authentic human kind of excitement. Moreover, dance was 
always perceived as the expression of a festive, exultant state of soul.”70 Russia had a long tradition 
of folk dance and it “had always been an integral part of life for the Russian. In the Russia of the 
past there existed a very complex, completely distinctive, folk ritualistic culture in which dance was 
prominent.”71  

In comparison to the dance-loving peasants of rural Russia, the imperial court enjoying ballet in St. 
Petersburg moved in a different cultural sphere. In order to understand cultural hegemonies in the 
West, where “[…] certain cultural forms predominate over others, just as certain ideas are more 
influential than others […].”72 Said enlarges on how Gramsci found that culture works not by 
dominating but with what he called consent.73 Gramsci also made an analytical distinction between 
“[…] civil and political society in which the former is made up of voluntary (or at least rational or 
non-coercive) affiliations like schools, families, and unions, the latter of state institutions (the army, 
the police, the central bureaucracy) whose role is direct domination.”74  
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Bourdieu saw social space as an arena of conflict, built around the accumulation and also the 
conversion of various forms of capital. Struggles around classification―what exactly it is that 
defines the worker or capitalist, but also accounts for distinctions within the competitors in the 
dominant class fractions―must be defined when researchers aim to reproduce and understand a 
class structure in an outlined society. How the Bolshevik workers viewed themselves in this 
struggle is known from contemporary history. Accounting for their readiness, after having been 
liberated of czarist rule, to take ballet to their hearts is difficult. It does not fit entirely with 
Bourdieu’s thesis that, “[…] art and cultural consumption are predisposed, consciously and 
deliberately or not, to fulfill a social function of legitimating social differences.”75  

In other parts of Discourses, Bourdieu’s analysis of social snobbery places snobs everywhere in 
society, regardless of social position, but contends that placement in society will tell whether the 
pretentions and the up-grading of  ‘snobbish’ taste is more or less present. In Bourdieu’s discussion, 
snobbery is even more visible in the petty bourgeoisie world, but perhaps it can be applied in a 
slightly different way in a society which has been through large social upheavals as was the fact in 
revolutionary Russia. The aesthetic choices people make are all distinctions ―that is, choices made 
in opposition to those made by other classes.  During the 1920's, modernity and avant-garde culture 
were the catch phrases for those among the intellectual Bolsheviks who laboured to create a new 
society in Russia.  

Stylistic breaks in the cultural field are often accompanied by a “[…] rediscovery of previously 
discarded artistic trends. An absolute break with the immediate preceding generation […] is often 
supported by a return to the traditions of the next generation back.”76 The intellectual and formalist 
trends during the aftermath of the 1918 revolution were effectively shut down by Stalin and, during 
his reign, art turned to heroic national style in order to glorify the Soviet workers and Stalinist rule. 
For ballet, this meant that a mix between ballet, drama and acrobatics, drambalet (best translated to 
English using the word choreodrama) emerged on the scene.77 During the ‘thaw’ period of 
Khrushchev, this kind of ballet slowly abated, and the classics of Petipa, Ivanov and even Fokine 
and Massine were restaged and re-choreographed.78   

On the aristocratic strata in society, Bourdieu wrote: “Aristocrats are essentialists. Regarding 
existence as an emanation of essence, they set no intrinsic value to their deeds and misdeeds 
enrolled in the records and registers of bureaucratic memory.”79 For an oppressed class it can be no 
easy feat to inherit and adopt aristocratic values and tastes. Bourdieu mentions the fact that 
autodidacts and dilettanti are “[…] fundamentally defined by a reverence for culture […] induced 
by abrupt and early exclusion “.80 Their own recognition of cultural ignorance can make them very 
conservative, as they would rather acknowledge a performance they can understand than an 
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experimental one. This may explain the fact that the general Soviet public much preferred 
traditional staging of classics such as Swan Lake and La Bayadére to the experimental works by 
state-recognized choreographers showing modern Soviet workers’ life on stage. A perhaps 
presumptive conclusion on why ballet became an important exponent for high Soviet art was that 
Anatoly Lunacharsky managed to strike an echo in the imaginary ‘Russian soul,’ which made the 
match between Soviet society and the ballet so fruitful.  

The political system during the Soviet Union in many ways resembled the hierarchies of Imperial 
Russia. Power, money and closeness to the rulers meant a better position in society, but the closer 
one was to the ruler, the more dangerous a position one occupied. Both systems were prone to 
autocratic totalitarianism helped by strong secret police forces and informants throughout society. 
For the people living with the harsh realities of everyday struggle, ballet, as well as other scenic 
arts, was a welcome diversion. For the party elite, it was a way of showing their class and cultural 
knowledge. At the peak of the Cold War period, ballet was also a part of the official state public 
relations agenda―a way to show the superiority of the Soviet culture. Khrushchev’s attitude 
towards “[…] the West ―as a rival, rather than an evil to be ignored―had influenced the arts.”81 
Ballet became a cultural weapon. 

The imperial system was personal and autocratic. During her time, Agrippina Vaganova was slow 
in getting her recognition as a dancer at the Imperial stage. She lacked capital in form of beauty and 
charm, and was denied important sponsorship as a start.82 Vaganova observed in her diary, 
concerning another great ballerina of her own time, Preobrajenska, “[…] a contemporary of 
Kschessinska, but their paths were different, the first had to struggle on the road of sincere effort, 
and not by means of external connections.”83 Kschessinska, the mistress of Nicholas III when he 
was still a crown prince, kept her connections with the imperial household throughout her whole 
career, and benefited from them. 

Later, during the Soviet system, ballerina Maya Plisetskaya also had to work hard to gain her 
recognition. Plisetskaya’s family members were all important artists (among them Asaf and 
Sulamith Messerer), but they were Jews and ‘politically unstable,’ making them persecuted and 
distrusted. Her father died in Gulag during the Stalin purges against intellectuals, and her mother 
was sent in exile to Kazakhstan in the 1930's while her daughter stayed at the ballet school in 
Moscow. 84 It took Maya Plisetskaya many years to be able to partake in Bolshoi’s guest 
performances abroad, and she was always under extra surveillance to prevent her defection. This 
shows that the old system with the artists as ‘clients’ of a system, whether imperial or Communist 
party rule, was still kept alive and prosperous.  

To put a modern perspective on the level of appreciation of ballet, it is still very much considered to 
be a piece of ‘high’ culture in most countries. However, most visible in the United States is the 
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phenomenon of ballet companies trying to involve all of the community in their area, inviting young 
people and making various programs for the less affluent, enabling them to see performances and 
partake in workshops. This is an investment in the future, both to get talented young people to apply 
for the ballet schools and to attract as future audiences those who don’t want to dance. The stigma 
of snobbishness attached to an appreciation of ballet could perhaps be “[…] the fault of history. 
Both ballet and opera have their origins in the royal courts, and their high-water marks as popular 
entertainments are long behind them. Opera was genuinely a people’s theatre in the 18th and 19th 
centuries; in England, ballet had its popular heyday in the years immediately before and after the 
Second World War, trailing its glory through the Sixties until it too slowly slipped out of the 
mainstream.”85  

5.2 High culture and elite education in Russia and the Soviet Union 
Educating dancers to become professionals is a highly specialized enterprise. Therefore, it must be 
defined from the beginning that the differences between professional, often state-supported, ballet 
educational programs and private schools and studios aimed at both amateurs and pre-professionals 
are considerable. There are great contrasts between national schools that are financed entirely by the 
state and those that require a student fee. The divergence between North America and Europe is 
noteworthy, as there is a tradition for self financing of degree studies in North America, which has 
made ballet education, and indeed dance education as a whole, something quite different there than 
among their European counterparts. 
 
According to Bourdieu, an important function of education is to provide individuals with the values 
necessary to have the right attitude in their future work. In one of his later works, The State 
Nobility, Elite Schools in the Field of Power, first published in 1996, he analyzed the educational 
apparatus that created the bureaucratic, meritocratic, system of modern society. He made the 
assumption that it is not only family connections, place in the hierarchy and education that 
reproduce the social classes, it is also due to where and how the education of an individual is 
executed. In Bourdieu’s view, education had established itself as an ideological state apparatus. 
This is in line with the ideas of education in a totalitarian, authoritarian or imperial system, where 
education is a part of the implementation of the system’s ideology. 
 
The Imperial ballet school in St. Petersburg was, as previously stated, a private school owned by the 
Czar. The students were carefully selected and lived as a part of the imperial household. Tamara 
Karsavina, who entered the school in 1894, describes in her autobiography how after a year as a day 
pupil, after the final exams “[…] I was made a board pupil. […]Vowed to the theatre, we were kept 
from contact with the world as from a contamination. […] As I look back now upon my school 
years, I see that our upbringing, despite its seeming absurdity, fully vindicated its wisdom, […] 
inasmuch as it concentrated its growth on one single purpose.”86   
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Karsavina was priviliged in that her father was a dancer and active at the theatre, so she had a 
previous knowledge of what to expect. Other students were not that prepared and the transition into 
the cloisterlike atmosphere came as a chock. Vaganova came from a poor family and she wrote in 
her biographical notes that “Poverty was inappropriate, and it embarassed us tremendously.”87  She 
also describes how a teacher cut her off, “[A]fter all, this girl is from the common people.”88 Later, 
during Stalin’s purges, Vaganova suffered nothing as her working class-pedigree was impeccable, 
and in spite of her elitist education she had the proper kind of cultural capital in her baggage. The 
education given at the imperial school was not restricted to dance and music; the students also had 
lessons in French, literature, deportment, history, and arithmetics.89 After eight years at the school, 
the students would emerge gentlemanly or ladylike enough to appear in polite company; e.g., in 
circles close to the court or even at the Court. Bourdieu’s analysis of education shows that there are 
two markets determining education, “[…] family and the school function as sites in which the 
competences deemed necessary at given times are constituted by usage itself, and simultaneously, 
as sites in which the price of those competences is determined, i.e. as markets which, by their 
positive or negative sanctions, evaluate performance, reinforcing what is acceptable, discouraging 
what is not, condemning valueless dispositions to extinction […]”90  
 
Establishing a school as a boarding school will take away any possible family influence and enable 
the school system and its teachers to mould the students to whatever the authorities ask them to. 
Such an educative system can create an elite with fewer problems than an ordinary day school 
where outside influences are omnipresent. After the revolution, when the school was re-established 
as the Leningrad State Choreographic institute, the old idea of a secluded boarding school was 
maintained. However, the new curriculum was made to include ideological studies.91 It was 
important for everyone, even artists, to know the communist ideology by heart, and to live by it in 
both daily life and onstage.92 
 
In 1978 Demidov wrote about the current ballet education in the Soviet Union, “The competititon 
for admission to ballet schools is very great since ballet today has achieved a popularity that is truly 
nationwide. For precisely this reason, special attention is devoted to the correct and proper choice of 
candidates.”93 It was specified that each company, for practical reasons, had its own school. The 
curriculum was said to differ markedly from the past, and the presumption that connections were 
facilitating the application was denied. ”Only professional gifts―musicality, rhythm, plasticity, 
physique etc.―serve as criteria in admitting candidates.”94 The student was supposed to gain a 
broad education and to become “[…] a highly cultured person in the highest sense of that world. 
[…] besides having mastered dance techniques splendidly, have a great sensitivity to and 
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understanding of music and painting; who have a broad mental otlook and a capacity for analytical 
thought.”95 
 
The difference from the imperial system was not that great, and the ballet school still produced 
highly educated students able to move in the best circles. Natalia Makarova entered the school in 
1953 when she was 13 years old. After the devastating Second World War, the school (renamed the 
Vaganova Academy in 1951) had problems in filling its quota of students and established a program 
for older students with talent and promising physique. In her memories from her ballet life, 
Makarova writes about the school “Every school day was filled to the brim. […] Besides the 
required middle-school program, we had our class for two hours a day, plus history of ballet, 
literature, history, music, art history, piano lessons, French.”96 The days were unbelievably harsh, 
and Makarova tells that the students who were residents of Leningrad did not live as boarders 
anymore, they had to return home, sometimes late at night, due to evening performances and extra 
repetitions. Yet she remembers her school with warmth. “In the early fifties the Vaganova School 
was still an oasis of Russian culture amidst fragments of former glory.”97 Makarova describes the 
old refined teacher, who miraculously survived Stalin’s purges and who passed on, with inspiration, 
the spirit of the old Imperial School―a spirit which was seen in “[…] the teaching method set down 
and perfected by Agrippina Vaganova, once a soloist with the Imperial Ballet, a great teacher, she 
died in 1951, two years before I entered the school […]”98  
 
The elitism of one system managed to survive and reflect on students for a while, but gradually the 
old teaching staff died out and the next generations who had grown up in the Soviet system took the 
reins. The elitism continued to be an important part of the education, but the aim was also to create 
artists that could dazzle foreign audiences and convey the message of a superior Soviet culture, 
whether in sports, ballet, chess, music or natural sciences. All kinds of subjects in which one could 
compete on the international scene were emphasized and given special attention in various elite 
schools. As the Cold War progressed, the competiveness increased and the elite schools became 
institutions for excessive cramming, where the ideal of a broadly educated, cultured person faded 
away.  
 
5.3 A short perspective on national ballet education today 
The majority of the large national ballet companies of today have their own ballet schools where 
students are trained, enabling them to transition directly into the company. However, companies 
cannot employ all their graduate students and the competition for work and a place in a company is 
fierce. Competition is an ever-present component of ballet education. The competition starts already 
during the first step: getting accepted as a student. All state-supported schools have 
auditions―often many rounds―before the final selection of new students. The process evaluates 
each prospective student according to preset standards of body proportions, flexibility, arched feet, 
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muscle tone and natural coordination. Most national ballet programs take on their lower-grade 
students when they are between ten and eleven years old, starting fourth grade. The exception is 
Denmark, where the youngest students are between six and seven and start out in first grade.  

To keep track of progress, students must pass yearly exams showing their aptitude and development 
according to the syllabus of the school. Unsuitable or non-progressing students are weeded out and 
others chose to drop out during the program due to injuries, the tediousness of daily training, or 
simply being tired of dancing. The Swedish national school has a different system. There the first 
actual process of elimination occurs in the seventh grade, when poorer students are winnowed 
during exams of aptitude for continuing to the next level during grades eight and nine.  

In the hierarchy of national ballet schools in Europe, those considered most important, and also the 
most elitist, are the Ballet School of the Opéra National de Paris, the Vaganova Academy, and the 
Bolshoi Ballet Academy. Many other national ballet schools maintain an equally high standard 
when it comes to education, teaching staff, etc., but none can claim the same prestige and 
exclusivity as these three schools. It must be mentioned that both Russian schools have a parallel 
program, which is called ‘international’, for paying students. The criteria for entrance into this 
program are not as hard as the audition to get accepted for the ‘Russian’ program. 

In the United States there are many dance companies with their own schools, but also a manifold of 
high quality private studios offering education at an elite level. Vocational training at high school or 
academic level is becoming more usual as dancing becomes more and more professional, but still 
the programs at the prestigious schools give a special ‘elite’ aura to the students albeit their lack of 
academic credit. As this paper is not aimed towards dance education at large, but has a focus on the 
Vaganova method and the way it is used in ballet education, I will not engage discursively with the 
above mentioned schools, but merely acknowledge their existence and importance. What has 
seemed important to me is to provide a further perspective in my argumentation on Bourdieu’s 
discourses on cultural capital and elite education and how they can be applied on ballet education. 

If I apply Bourdieu’s theories to the art of ballet, it becomes clear that appreciation of this classical 
form of dance has become an important marker showing a large cultural capital, not just for 
spectators but also for active participants, whether amateur or professional. This is visible also in 
the way ballet education has evolved during the last decades. In a world where individuality and 
visible distinction is constantly increasing, the importance of education emphasizing physical 
excellence is enhanced. To excel in sports or science is of equal importance in a fast-moving 
information society. Here ballet has created its own niche, helped out by social media, movies and 
TV. Contemporary cultural elite has an obsession with keeping fit, and ballet training conforms to 
today’s ascetic trend through hard training and a disciplined way of life. If a parent cannot live up to 
the ideal, why not enroll your child in an elite education that will do the trick?  Bourdieu tells about 
the “[…] glorification of ‘character-building’ sport”99 as being in conflict with literary and artistic 
culture, but as time has passed, some artistic feats in ballet have increased their value due to their 
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physical tenacity, and are now on the same level as great sport achievements in the common 
mindset.  

In general, the habitus of ballet has changed from being authoritarian to democratic. If we see 
habitus as a “[…] socially structured practice, which informs personal behaviour with the integrated 
environment of physical, social and cultural practice.”,100 then teaching of ballet has moved on from 
the drilling of steps and routines, to a more ‘holistic’ teaching style. Today the trend is towards 
strengthening the body and the mental support of an individual to make movements based on reason 
and meaning instead of on repetition and conformity. This is in line with Vaganova’s wish not to be 
“[…] unduly hurrying the leisurely development of the perfect dancer.”101  I started this paragraph 
with ‘in general,’ as the teaching of ballet in some cases has been made even more elitist and less 
democratic. Some of the state-supported ballet schools have systems that remain rigid, hierarchic 
and abusive. I will briefly discuss this next, as these are the schools that have the highest credibility 
in today’s ballet education hierarchy. 

5.4 Can anyone become a ballet dancer?  
As mentioned above, there are certain standards for a future professional dancer. The selection 
made during auditions for state-supported ballet schools is hard―in the three uppermost elite 
schools, on the verge of being inhuman. And as a child grows, first impressions might change and a 
once promising physical form turn into something not wanted. This first selection, and the system 
of elimination during the course of education, is two of the main factors establishing ballet 
education as overtly elitist by prevalent discourse.  

When a mid-educational sorting-out was settled in the Swedish state-supported ballet education by 
state decree in 2009, it was seen as a great injustice and created a heated debate. The main reason 
for the elimination in grade seven was explained as a necessity to create better dancers. This came 
about when the main employer of ballet dancers in Sweden, the Royal Opera Ballet in Stockholm, 
complained about the quality of dancers from the vocational program. 102 Their standard was not up 
to scratch, and they were considered unemployable by a professional company. As it turned out, a 
professional company complaining about lack of quality was seen as trifling and elitist by the 
general public, and especially by the parents whose children attended the state-governed dance 
programs. The first exams to sort out students before the next grade were traumatic for all parties 
involved, and the complaints to the Swedish Educational Board evidenced anger from students, 
parents, professional dancers and teachers. A short notice in a Swedish newspaper from 2012 is 
typical, and tells about the continuous problems with the ‘elite’ ballet education: “The Swedish 
Schools Inspectorate criticized the Royal Ballet School’s new and so called elite education after an 
inspection. Condescending commentaries from the teachers and preferential treatment and 
favouritism towards gifted students made a lot of students feel bad. Now it is asked that measures 
are taken against abusive treatment and to give the students contributory influence. The school is 
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municipally managed and since 2011 the focus is strong on making the students ’employable’ on 
the labour market. The teachers at the school have been criticized before both by students and 
professionals.”103  

In Sweden it is possible to get an academic education as a ballet teacher, so the fact that an elite 
education cannot function professionally without violations and insults is unfortunate. On the other 
hand, a young dancer must work hard and prepare for a life in a milieu where competition is 
extreme. Perhaps this is the largest problem for Scandinavian ballet schools during the last decade. 
Scandinavian school systems are mostly inclusive, democratic and equal in structure. Compared to 
the professional schools in USA, the students in Scandinavian ballet educations have fewer hours of 
dance training, do fewer body-strengthening exercises, and have an abridged academic curriculum 
to follow. Iskra Ring comments on modern society, “We are surrounded by short term challenges 
and quick solutions in today’s reality. But for a dancer who wants to succeed in the craft there are 
no short cuts […] no easy ways out.”104  

Professional training equals professional standards, and a properly functioning physique is the 
foundation for a professional dancer wanting to succeed in classical ballet. Here elite is not only a 
state of mind or a level of education; it is also a personal, physical trait. The great anomaly is that 
the perfect dancer’s body of today, in many cases, wasn’t the perfect dancer’s body of yesterday. 
The modern ballet body is in many ways an ideal constructed by George Balanchine, one of the 
20th century's most famous choreographers. He choreographed over 400 works of art for ballet and 
was known for creating his ballets for special individual dancers. “Young, tall and slender to the 
point of alarm. He liked to see bones. He liked to see ribs. He liked hyperextension and strength that 
was mechanical yet lithe. It is Balanchine's obsession with this impossible ‘structure’ that is often 
blamed for the destructive eating and body disorders that plague the dance world.”105 Balanchine 
was often obsessed with his dancers and when they did not conform they were abused and finally 
often broke down. Well-known examples are Suzanne Farrell depicting Balanchine's inability to 
depersonalize his profession when she chose not to marry him. Another example is Gelsey 
Kirkland, who went public in her autobiography, Dancing on My Grave, where she blamed 
Balanchine for her anorexia, bulimia and a cocaine habit that almost killed her. Many ideas about 
the present ‘perfect’ ballet body all over the world, including Russia, are traceable to the ideal ballet 
physique imagined by George Balanchine. Other choreographers used his ideas to create many of 
their own works of art. In order for ballet to make its way into the mind of every audience, it has to 
rise above the surface of the art form, which can be done by a director combining his artistic ability 
with his personality to create his own idea of what a ‘perfect’ body is.  

Vaganova never comments on the actual bodies of her students. She had the advantage of tutoring 
students who had already been through the selection made for admission into the school, showing 
both aptitude and a promising physique, and she didn’t attempt to make copies of herself out of her 
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students. Vaganova’s aim was to give her students “[…] as many individual manners as there were 
talented individuals among her students. Each took it in her own way.”106 Her thoughts on body 
were more concerned with how her training system could involve the whole body in every 
movement, with equal attention paid to the upper body, legs and feet, thus creating a dance artist 
onstage. Vaganova believed that this approach could increase the consciousness of the body in her 
students, creating harmony of movement and capacious range of expression. In modern discourse, 
there is a dichotomy between ‘drilling’ to ‘”create a body”107 and the aim of developing a person 
who dances sentient of movement. The contemporary trend is leaning towards the thin, elongated 
and overly flexible body, possessing technical skills amounting to the acrobatic. This focus on the 
technicalities diminishes the artistic, and creates dancers with bodies that “function[s] as a machine 
to execute what the mind wills.”108 

Comparing the look of female dancers of today with those in Vaganova’s time, the present director 
at the Vaganova Academy, Altynai Asylmuratova, says: “[…] in some things they differ. Now we 
have stricter requirements about physical appearance. […] if you look at 1940’s and 1950’s […] 
and there were fantastic dancers then, but it is unlikely they would become leading dancers today, 
because they were short and plump. Now the demands are completely different; everyone has to be 
thin and long.”109 

The question of dancers’ physical qualities is problematic, and yet another thing I only briefly touch 
upon, as it is indeed a part of the elitist thinking in contemporary ballet education. However, its 
place in history has moved on from being a question of physical aptitude and fulfillment of certain 
requirements to a more or less prerequisite form of slenderness coupled with extreme flexibility and 
acrobatic dexterity. The more prestigious a ballet school is, the harder it is to fulfill the necessary 
body acquirements. A film from 2015 recording the auditions for the Vaganova Academy shows us 
girls that, to an untrained eye, already appear as finished ballerinas. Yet the Academy accepts only 
10 % of the applicants, and of these boys and girls perhaps 1 % will make it to the company after 
their graduation.110   

It is clear that not anyone can be a professional ballet dancer. Society has established very rigid 
rules on who is to have the privilege of a classical ballet stage career. The problems following in the 
wake of this body fixation are obvious: low self-esteem, eating disorders, abusive behaviour 
towards both students and professionals, and injuries due to undernourishment and malnutrition. 
Though this is outside the scope of my paper, it has to be mentioned, as these issues are a very real 
part of the elite world of both professional and amateur dance education. 
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6. Vaganova’s method: Teachers and ballet today 

6.1 Voices on teaching: Vaganova and Vaganova’s students 
Vaganova created a style, a method and a system which has survived until this very day. As I have 
traced her work throughout history it is vital to sum up her legacy, because it is apparent that 
Vaganova is still remembered, revered and referred to when methods for ballet teaching are 
discussed and evaluated. 
 
Legacy is best described as a bequest, something handed down from an ancestor to a descendant. 
Vaganova was not the first dancer to present a system for the of teaching ballet. Vaganova’s feat 
was to reduced some of the legacies handed down from her own teachers and the experiences 
gained in her studio work to a system she assumed would be a useful tool for both teachers and 
students. Her main contribution was that she, besides the creation of a method for teaching ballet on 
every level, managed to inspire a whole group of dedicated pedagogues to continue the work she 
had instigated. The development of students (or ‘learners’ in educational sociology) is something 
which works in the context of social institutions and individual experiences in education and both 
parameters are vital to develope educational practices and processes.111 Thomas Hagood remarks 
that “[…] our interactions with our teachers shape our future tastes, actions and practices at deep 
and profound level.”112  In ballet the “[…] effectiveness of the teacher is expected. The dancers are 
there to absorb everything they can from that class as a whole and from any corrections of the 
teacher, as it specifically pertains to them individually.”113  Lulli Svedin points out that “[T]he 
teachers’ role in society is one of utmost importance. […] In dance evermore so […] because we 
put our students onstage, where they can be enjoyed, critisized and valued by the general public.”114 
 
Vaganova taught many students. Some of them became ballerinas, other dancers in the corps, and 
some of them teachers. Some of them she liked more than others. In the collection of Vaganova’s 
biographical notes kept at the State Theater Museum at St. Petersburg (former Leningrad) there are 
some lines telling about her favourite students: “Marina Semenova was my first student who 
bolstered my repetation as a true teacher.”115 She continues to give short notes on Ulanova, 
Vecheslova, Iordan, Balabina and Shelest, all brilliant Soviet ballerinas. The last student mentioned, 
Natalia Dudinskaya, does not have a note as brief as the others. “Dudinskaya reached heights 
unattainable to most of the ballerinas. Her contagious energy and enthusiasm for work remain 
unforgettable. Her precense in the Class of Perfection was particularly inspiring for me.”116 
Dudinskaya recollected her teacher, “[…] all students passed through Vaganova’s hands. She led 
the last three years of teaching. […] I trusted Vaganova immideately, from the first moment, 
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deferring to her passionately all my life.”117 After leaving the stage Dudinskaya became a teacher 
and trained, among others, one of the current Kirov ballerinas, Ulyana Lopatkina (born 1973). 
Lopatkina was trained by Dudinskaya and another Vaganova ballerina, Ninella Kurgapkina and she 
tells about her teachers, “[…] Dudinskaya and Kurgapkina spoke to me about Vaganova, and their 
tales unify one basic idea about Vaganova. Agrippina Yakovlevna was very strict in rehearsals; she 
even displayed brutality―not rigidity, but cruelty―even if you were her favorite student. However, 
her demands were very understandable and clear. She loved her students and didn’t allow them to 
become lazy.” 118 
 
Many ballet teachers starts teaching because of their own teachers. This shows the apprenticeship 
viewpoint of ballet as a craft; knowledge is passed on from one generation to another and legacy is 
created. However many students develop their legacy and improves it for their personal needs and 
style. Romanian born ballet teacher Gabriela Taub-Darvash watched Vaganova coaching when she 
arrived in Leningrad 1949 and termed the experience “unforgettable”.119 Yet, when she studied at 
the teacher’s program in Leningrad she came to question certain aspects of Vaganova’s dance 
pedagogy. Taub-Darvash observed that the teachers at the academy “[…] didn’t teach students how 
to do turn. Either you knew it naturally or you didn’t turn.” When she left Leningrad in 1956 with a 
diploma in ballet pedagogy, Taub-Darvash was ” […] determined to return home and develop 
methods for rectifying many of the problems [I] had observed in Soviet ballet training.”120 As 
previously discussed, Vaganova did not strictly adhere to her own system either, she constantly 
incorporated new ideas and was inspired by her dancers and other teachers.  
 
To show Vaganova’s own will to develop her method, Dudinskaya recalls an incident when the 
Leningrad company was staging works by the avant-garde choreographer Lopukhov in 1927. 
Vaganova saw and noted the problems her students had with preparations to manage the new 
acrobatic steps and combinations Lopukhov wanted. Dudinaskaya observed how “Vaganova 
unexpectedly came to their aid. She came to include elements of acrobatics and even separate 
dancing phrases from new performances in her lessons with artists from the Kirov[…]”121 
 
There are many voices on Vaganova, from the reverent to the critical. My opinion is that as long as 
Vaganova’s name and method lives on and is discussed and actively used, her legacy is a living 
entity.  
 
6.2 Vaganova’s legacy in Russia 
In Russia state ballet schools no matter of size and importance tend to use the Vaganova method for 
teaching. Some of the teachers are educated at the pedagogic program at the Vaganova Academy in 
Petersburg; others are using Vaganova’s method without any formal pedagogical training 
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It is an advantage for a country to have a single system, and also to work with a system that is well 
known in other countries as it facilitates transfer of students inside the system. During the Soviet 
period gifted students from the provinces and satellite countries were frequently sent to either 
Leningrad or Moscow to finish their ballet education. This tradition is still valid in current Russia, 
but now it includes extraordinary gifted students from all over the world. Ballet continues to be 
used as cultural politics in Russia and it is still a way to show cultural excellence, in line with 
Bourdieu’s cultural capital. The dream of becoming a ballerina is ever present in Russia but 
presently the ballet schools encounter problems when it comes to acquire enough talented boys. 
“There used to be dozens and even hundreds of applicants for a single place in ballet schools, 
especially in the Moscow and St. Petersburg ballet academies. This is only true of girls now. There 
is a shortage of boys in ballet, and not just in Russia: parents are not ready to let their sons pursue a 
ballet career when there are professional sports with substantially more money up for grabs.”122  

It is remembered that Vaganova ‘created’ many important ballerinas and the wish for teachers in 
Russia to create their ‘own’ ballerina is increasing. This causes some problems when it comes to 
admit students. As I have discussed in another part of this paper, the body type required for 
admission to one of the elite ballet schools, has gradually become very limited according to allow 
individual variations in physique. This obsession with body form and the rush for creating 
ballerinas out of their students has created a system which overlooks the possibilities of working 
with students with an individual physical form, and gives preference to a streamlined physique 
which can develop flexibility and high extensions very quick. Vaganova’s aim was not to create 
‘stars’ but to codify and establish a singular Russian method and style of dancing. This was possible 
for her to achieve without suppressing individual students’ talent or conforming their body type to 
some kind of ‘ideal’ body. As for today, the individuality has given way to extreme flexibility and 
acrobatic extensions well over 180 degrees (present-day Russian dancers possess an ability to put 
their legs behind the head in an attitude).  

Ballet is still in demand in Russia and compared to other countries, ballet has remained an art 
engaging different social groups. Even when ticket prices to Kirov/Marinskij and Bolshoi have 
soared, people unchangingly queue for them. Other companies in Moscow, St. Petersburg and other 
Russian cities, encounter no problems in filling up their seats during ballet performances. The 
classical Russian ballets are constantly on the programme, but after the 1990’s works by 
Balanchine, Neumeier, Ashton and other European and American choreographers have enriched the 
repertoires. 

Pawlick concludes her book about Vaganova’s method and legacy with the argument that hearing 
the pedagogues of the Vaganova Academy speaking critically about their tradition is “[…] to 
recognize one crucial point: their arguments exists on a plane several steps removed from the rest of 
the world, a plane where standards are higher, traditions deeper, and the pool of talent carefully 
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selected and finely honed toward its ultimate success ―a group of elite dancers that in some cases 
have no equals.”123 

Ballet lives on in Russia with Vaganova’s method as the platform for pedagogical work. Ballet 
lovers from all over the world keep on travelling to Russia for ballet: to see and enjoy ballet, to 
learn and to attain teacher’s diplomas from the Vaganova Academy. 

6.3 Vaganova in Europe  
Ballet education in Europe has a tendency towards eclecticism. Most countries with a tradition for 
ballet have developed their own national styles and methods for education. Throughout history a 
vital exchange has been going on as dancers and teachers moved all over Europe, working at the 
various ballet stages and learning from each other. Currently there is an intense debate going on in 
many European countries concerning ballet. The perspective on ballet and ballet education is a 
questionable point for many European societies as it is perceived as elite, autocratic and abusive.  

As my aim is to concentrate on the Vaganova method, it must be concluded that her method has 
spread to Europe, it is used by many teachers, but it is not really acknowledged as a system. In 1986 
Lulli Svedin wrote about teaching ballet in Sweden, “Classical ballet is considered to insist on 
authoritarian education, which is dependent on the high degree of difficulty of the subject and the 
precision demanded in ballet performance. It is true that education has been very authoritarian and 
still is in many ways. At home this has changed quite a lot, as the prevailing ‘democratic’ thinking 
which has been incorporated in education and the higher level of student influence, have gained 
heightened importance.” 124 Vaganova only asked of her young students that they should learn 
gradually, and pay attention to technique, later the student could be involved in reflecting and 
applying artistry. Democracy and students involvement was not an issue. Britt-Marie Styrke notes 
on ballet in Scandinavia today, “[R]easons for the marginalization of dance have been and are still a 
topic for discussion. […] Gender as well as body issues have an impact on the way dance has been 
understood and valued as a field of knowledge in various contexts […this has] a possible 
importance to the development of the dance teacher profession.”125  

Yet Vaganova trained teachers are much in demand at the state institutions in Scandinavia. 
Influence in other countries has depended on the pedagogues who have worked there. In Britain the 
Vaganova trained Vera Volkova had a great influence. Volkova later worked both in the United 
States and in Denmark. She resided and worked in Copenhagen for almost 25 years and revived the 
petrified Bournonville system as well as the whole Danish ballet school, educating accomplished 
dancers such as Erik Bruhn, Niels Bjørn Larsen and Mette Hønningen.126 
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Returning to Bourdieu, ballet in most Western European countries is placed among the ‘high’ arts 
and considered difficult and elitist by many. However recent fitness trends have opened up to ballet 
training, as the body of a ballet dancer is seen as an ideal level of ‘fitness’. Ballet for grown-up 
beginners is popular, as well as ballet classes for young children. Requirements for teachers are 
seldom valuated or asked for though. To get students for the professional ballet education is getting 
harder which might be a consequence of the current discourse on ballet as an elite undertaking. 
Another problem is the gender question and the bias against male dancers who are popularly 
thought to be homosexual.    

Ballet in Europe is alive but not flourishing all over. France, Italy, Denmark and Sweden and has 
the longest traditions. Great Britain and Germany came to ballet later and Spain and Portugal has 
the shortest tradition for classical ballet. However the general interest for dance as a whole is great 
in Europe. Traditional folk dance is experiencing a revival, and many forms for modern dance and 
show dance is thriving. I cannot but hope that the general public will regain an interest for classical 
ballet. In Denmark the prognosis for ballet as a popular art form is good, but here there is almost no 
reminiscence of Vaganova’s methods since Volkova’s death in the 1970’s. There are some 
exceptions seen at a few private ballet studios run by Russian teachers using Vaganova’s methods 
as a basis for their teaching. 

6.4 Russian roots in the United States 
The first waves of Russian teachers came to USA after the revolution in 1917, and after WWII. 
These ballet educators brought with them the imperial style and the modern styles fostered by 
Diaghilev, the Ballets Russes and choreographers collaborating with the touring exile Russian 
companies. Balanchine had a vision of his own which he forwarded through the NYCB and the 
company attached School of American Ballet. Ballet in the U.S. grew to an academic discipline and 
many colleges started to give dance education at an academic level during the 1950’s onwards. 
Socially seen ballet continues to be a ‘high’ art form mainly prospering in the big cities throughout 
the United States. However, during the last decades many ballet companies have actively worked to 
involve local society and launch programs aimed at spreading knowledge and appreciation of ballet. 

After the collapse of the Soviet Union the restrictions for travel eased and Russian dancers started 
looking westward, to Western Europe but mostly to the United States. Artistic opportunities were 
thought to be greater and also Russian dancers had a preset reputation of possessing great artistry 
and an exceptional technique. Russian dancer’s arriving to the United States in the 1990’s brought a 
full eight year Vaganova style training in their luggage. Many of them have since made a career 
transition into teaching. One of them, Natalya Zeiger, remembers her first year of teaching in New 
Jersey: “When I walked into the school I couldn’t believe it’s possible to teach those kids.”127 She 
had to forego her previous thoughts of what was considered a ballet-friendly body at the Vaganova 
Academy when she began teaching in America. The rigorous training and weeding out in Russia 
also prevents anyone, except the most dedicated and talented to gain their exam after eight years at 
the school. Zeiger found out that, “[…] ballet education in the States is completely different.”128 
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There is no place for repetitive work, the very foundation for Vaganova’s method, as contemporary 
students want to dance and their parents expect to see them perform onstage. Another Russian born 
teacher, Alexei Kremnev, currently at the Joffrey Academy in Chicago, remarks that “[I]n the 
Soviet Union time everybody must do exactly the same things. Right now we have a different kind 
of society. You have to look individually at each student, and you have to understand their 
feelings.”129  

A general complaint of Russian teacher in the United States is the lack of knowledge in their 
students. They do not have the same cultural references as their contemporaries in Russia. Kremnev 
elucidates: “We need to create the smart dancer. Kids need to go to the museum. They need to 
experience different forms of art. They need to listen to classical music.”130  

During the last decades the focus on ballet has been very negative in the United States (and in 
Europe as well) focusing on the detrimental effects on physical and mental health of dancers, the 
elitist implications and “[…] the aesthetic trivialities and highly authoritarian teaching methods.”131 
On the other hand there is a lively research environment for ballet and dance at universities, and the 
range of academic dance education is broader and more versatile than in most other countries. And 
there are many initiatives to change the general views on ballet. As a poignant example to get more 
boys interested in classical ballet, the Ballet Tech School in New York offers tuition-free classes to 
talented boys between third and fifth grade. The program is aimed not just at teaching steps but also 
to instill “[…] love for an art form that most of (the) students didn’t know existed.” 132 The teacher 
for this group, Vaganova trained Tammi Shamblin, points out that ballet is also about “[…] what 
ballet can teach them about life: self-esteem, discipline, learning from mistakes, working in a group, 
and pursuing goals.”133 

Currently, ballet is still on the map. However it is still mostly seen as an elite pursuit and that is why 
many institutions try to enlarge their social scope and make arrangements to attract new 
presumptive dancers as well as new audiences for ballet performances. Vaganova’s method is used 
throughout the country and considered as a part of a professional foundation in ballet. The teachers 
are either Russian born and educated teachers, or American, taught by Vaganova trained teachers or 
with a degree in ballet education with an emphasis on Vaganova method.  
 

7. Discussion and conclusions  

7.1 Discussion 
My initial aim for this paper was to investigate the life and time of Agrippina Vaganova, her 
method for ballet teaching, and to see if these things could enable me to understand how ballet came 
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to be such an important part of cultural life in the Soviet Union. It has always fascinated me that an 
old autocratic imperial system managed to survive the revolution and live on in ballet. Vaganova 
herself was a vital link between the old and new tradition, one of the main architects behind the 
survival and transition of ballet into cultural life of the Soviet Union. 

However, as I worked through the books and other materials gathered for my paper, my focus 
slowly enlarged and even changed a bit. A new question took form, how was it possible for a single 
dedicated teacher to accomplish so much? There were teachers before Vaganova, people who 
created wonderful dancers and artists, even though their teaching lacked a general system. They 
relied on their own experiences and did seldom take time to gather them in writing. Noverre, Blasis 
and Cecchetti are exceptions to the assumption. Ninette de Valois said of Vaganova: “A life of 
study and devotion to the ballet has given her a rich store of knowledge, and a real insight into her 
pupils’ requirements, and the wisdom of those who know[…]”134 It was Vaganova’s own history 
and experiences that made her formulate a basic syllabus for ballet students. She wanted to give her 
students what she had lacked in her own education, a foundation for the teacher that ensured them 
that every step was learned in a logical continuum to continuously build up the strength and 
technique of the young students. It was when this foundation was laid the work on how to be an 
artist and use an individual style and expression could be learned and understood to its full extent.   
Vaganova’s great accomplishment was taking her time to put words to her ideas and presenting a 
coherent system in print. The success of her book shows that such a guide book for the education of 
ballet dancers was much needed at the time. 

An element in my investigation was to take a closer look at the ideas of cultural capital and elites, 
and discuss how they might influence some of the ways ballet has taken moving into the 21st 
century. A great part of the ideas surrounding ballet are more often than not based on authority, 
certain conservative views and an elitist stand point. Bourdieu explains that music “[…] the most 
‘pure’ and ‘spiritual’ of the arts, is perhaps most simply the most corporeal. Linked to états d’âme 
which are also states of the body or, as it was once called humours, it ravishes, carries away, 
moves.”135 This is applicable on ballet as well, even if ballet is an art Bourdieu omits in his survey. 
The very physicality of ballet, both when it comes to the artist and the way the spectator views him 
or her, is a defining factor of ballet. Teaching ballet, or any kind of dance, is also to mold a person, 
to adapt their mind and physique to the preferences of choreographers, ballet masters/mistresses and 
spectators. This puts a great responsibility on the ballet teacher, a responsibility which might be 
aided by having a system for teaching as a backbone. “Dancers need an extra brain and an extra eye 
no matter if they are students or professionals”, as said by Iskra Ring.136 Ring continues: “The most 
important is to get the student to work for her/his own sake, without compulsion or fear, and on no 
account to work just to fulfill the expectations of the teacher.”137 
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In my introduction I hypothesized that the master/apprentice relation between ballet teacher and 
student could be a problem as it can easily turn out to be an unequal relation emphasizing authority 
and overt elitism. A ballet teacher can literally make or break a student. The best teachers will not 
only create great dancers but great artists. An immanent quality for distinguished teachers in all 
sorts of fields is a gift for passing on their passion for a subject and an ability to combine this with 
authority and sincerity. If ballet teachers with these qualities combine them with a systematic 
method, the result will often become extraordinary. In a recent article about Russian teachers in the 
US, it is stressed that, “In a city (San Francisco) that races maniacally towards the new and splashy, 
Alexandrovna has achieved a notable success by quietly teaching students the lessons of her 
Russian (Vaganova academy) past”.138  Vaganova’s system is still able to make sense and create a 
base for a dedicated teacher. But to the poorly qualified teacher might use Vaganova’s system as 
manual for something they do not understand, and are not able to convey.  A system read in a book 
is no justification for bad teaching, and this is why it is essential to have ballet teachers with at least 
a minimum of pedagogic training and a basic understanding of anatomy and the development of 
growing bodies. Foster remarks that he has made many “[…] observations of training deficiencies 
[…] everywhere to some degree, and they are the result of lackadaisical learning and/or poor 
teaching skills.”139 Vaganova stressed the need for educated teachers, and alongside her system for 
educating ballet dancers she initiated an education for teachers. Put in terms of elite, education is 
one of the prominent keys to an elitist system, and as observed by Said, it is also a significant 
strategy for authoritarian and totalitarian systems as a tool to create special elites within the system. 

Ballet education had been authoritarian for generations, and to the new Soviet Russian system it 
was a gift when Vaganova formalized a system for an elite education of young dancers, a system 
that on paper might look as it would give full state control over the learnings and doings in the 
ballet milieu. The idea of elite education for gifted children in different fields of accomplishments 
quickly spread and was actively used to train highly specialized elites within the system. The state 
wanted conformity but to Vaganova, individuality was important. Her aim with ballet education on 
a high level was not only to create dancers, but individuals who could reflect on their dancing and 
finally become fully fledged stage artist. She wanted to unify training under her pedagogical 
system, but she did not want to obliterate individuality in her students. This was brave, as the 
political system at that time deemphasized the individual in favor of the collective, and also 
demanded that the arts should promulgate the collective values. In spite of that, Vaganova’s system 
met with approval as she was able to visibly revise the ballet education and created a system by 
which “[…] dancers could train in a single, unified style. […some] might argue that this unification 
meant a loss of individuality. Indeed in some respects that is true: one cannot maintain synchrony in 
a corps de ballet when each dancer is attempting to stand out of the crowd.”140  

Ballet in the Soviet Union is still one of histories baffling paradoxes to me. It rested on its ‘class-
alien’ heritage from imperial Russia, yet the dancers continued to be celebrated by the public, a 
public that preferred Swan Lake and tutu’s to choreography depicting heroic Soviet workers in drab 
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everyday clothes. To them ballet was supposed to be a spectacle filled with glitter and gold. And in 
spite of the question “whether Soviet Russia needed ballet at all […] ballet demonstrated its 
resilience by continuing to exist day after day, attracting an enthusiastic public [even if the] political 
pressures on its artistic development emerged, seeking to recast the formerly imperial ballet in a 
Soviet mold.”141 

Vaganova was a product of the old school but she managed to adapt and develop under the new 
cultural system. The generations of teachers that came after her has gradually become the system 
that Vaganova created, and the system prevails. In a recent book on Russia after the fall of the 
Soviet Union in 1991, Arkady Ostrovsky, a Russian born British journalist, examines the way the 
Soviet people (Homo Sovjeticus) have managed to survive in ‘new’ Russia. A group of sociologists 
started a large research program already in 1989 under Gorbatjov’s Glasnost, to survey what was 
left of, what they saw as a dying breed, the people formed by decades of harsh and unforgiving 
communist rule. But the sociologists had to accept that the Homo Sovjeticus was a resistant breed, a 
breed that continues to live on in Russia and who has an impact on the way art is surviving there.142 
The current president takes care to be seen at ballet galas small-talking with the leading dancers. To 
take an interest in the arts is still expected from prominent leaders in Russia and the old tradition in 
the ballet world with dancers as clients sponsored by influential individuals from politics, military 
or business remains. To dancers profitable contacts continues to be an important way to be given 
roles and time on stage.  

Compared to the present-day situation in the rest of Europe, in North America and other parts of the 
world with an active classical ballet community, Russia has managed to keep a continuity in their 
dance education which cannot be seen at the same level any other place even if there exists a strong 
tradition, as in France and Denmark. Ezrahi notes in her conclusion: “Today, the ballet stands as a 
reminder that despite the political-ideological demands and controls the Soviet regime imposed on 
artistic creativity, artistic imagination proved to be remarkably resilient, creative and enduring.”143 

7.2 Conclusions 
To conclude my work I have found that Vaganova played a role in the safe transfer of ballet from 
one system to another. Whether she was aware of it or not her own system facilitated this as a 
system within the system was seen as more manageable than something un-systemized with no set 
rules or goals. Despite the close monitoring and surveillance of artists during the Soviet system,  
“[…] ballet undoubtedly benefited from strong state support and a state-sponsored mindset that 
promoted a high regard for cultural achievements and a popularization of high culture as a core 
value of Soviet civilization.”144  

Ballet, it must be concluded, is an elitist art form, at least if a student has the ambitions and drives 
to become a professional. There are certain physical requirements that must be fulfilled in order to 

                                                      
141 Pawlick 2011, p. 29. 
142 Sperling, Vibeke, ”Mændene, der opfandt det nye Rusland” Review in Information of Arkady Ostrovsky’s book The 
invention of Russia, Atlantic Books, 2016. Article printed 21. May 2016. My summary based on the Danish article. 
143 Ezrahi 2012, p. 229-230. 
144 Ibid., p. 239. 
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be able to perform many steps and also to prevent injuries. However as times change it seems 
crucial to consider the growing ‘body’ fascism in ballet of today. Talent for ballet, turnout, high 
arches, flexibility and artistry comes in many body forms. In 2014 English Channel 4 made a reality 
documentary about a plus size amateur ballet company and their quest to stage Swan Lake despite 
of their size. Their ballet mistress, Monica Loughman, remarked after the final performance: “This 
is what it was like a long time ago looking at ballet, this is how they made you feel― and genuinely 
made you feel― like you could be that person, whereas now the audience feels further removed 
from the dancers as the body has attained such a peak fitness level that the average―cannot attain 
that.”145  

Two very different strains exist in ballet and dance performance today, the ‘elite’ bodies of the 
classical dancers in prestigious companies, and the ‘normal’ bodies seen in smaller and more 
experimental companies  as well as in the thriving amateur dancing world. Bourdieu discussed the 
body as a class marker: “Taste, a class culture turned into nature, that is, embodied, helps to shape 
the class body […] it follows that the body is the most indisputable materialization of class 
taste…”146 The shape of the body and the further shaping of it through education is the utmost 
elitist marker of ballet and a fact hotly debated in contemporary ballet discourse. Especially 
feminist writers have accused ballet of having an agenda on body forming that is degrading to 
women who are “[…] objectified, forced to fit in to stereotypical patriarchal roles, and moreover 
often accept their oppression in a way wholly inconsistent with emancipatory objectives.”147 This is 
something outside the scope of my paper, but a vital question to engage in for further research as it 
might cause problems for the survival of ballet. 

Presently cultural politics are not high on the agenda in any country, besides that ‘high’ art is 
starting to be considered as a private matter, something interested citizens can finance for 
themselves. Therefore it is gratifying to be able to draw the conclusion that dance education is alive, 
especially at an amateur level with programs at all levels from young children up to adults. There is 
a broad field of research in dance as an art form, dance education and dance as therapy, and 
researchers have a forum for interaction and publication in the form of approved journals dealing 
with the field. Present research in dance and dance education deals with subjects concerning gender 
in dance; eating disorders, mental problems and physical injuries among ballet students and 
dancers; re-creation and staging of forgotten choreographic works; and ballet training used as a 
therapeutic tool for children and adults with mental and physical problems. Today most European 
countries have programs for ballet pedagogy at an academic level, and state-subsided ballet schools 
seem to aim for educated teachers in their staff. 

                                                      
145 ”Big Ballet”, episode 3. Documentary aired at Channel 4, February 2014, retrieved 14. May 2016 at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y7pKrhD6XHg  My transcription of Monica Loughman’s  comment. 

146 Bourdieu 2010, p. 188. 
147 Kolb & Kalogeropoulou 2012,  p. 108. 
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Vaganova never stopped improving her method; she continued to get inspiration from her students 
and people active in the world of ballet. She lived during a time of great change and she changed 
with her times. Her system and method for teaching remains valid today. Used in the right hands it 
is an invaluable tool for helping young aspiring dancers to become the best dancer they can be, 
whether for a stage career or as someone using dance for recreational pleasure. Or perhaps as future 
ballet teachers, keeping Vaganova’s legacy alive. 
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Who’s who: 
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Bruhn, Erik: Dancer, ballet master, teacher. Educated at the Royal Danish Ballet school. 
Copenhagen 1928 – Toronto 1986. 
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Diaghilev, Sergei: Impressario, founder of the first Ballets Russes company. Russia 1872 - Venice, 
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1942. 

Godunov, Alexander: Dancer and actor. Defected in 1979. Soviet Union 1949 – USA 1995. 

Hønningen, Mette: Ballerina at the Royal Danish Ballet until 1976. Born 1944. 

Ivanov, Lev: Dancer, ballet master, choreographer at the Marinskij. 1834 - 1901. 

Johansson, Christian: Dancer, teacher at the Marinskij. Stockholm 1817 - St. Petersburg 1903. 
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Kirkland, Gelsey: American ballerina and teacher. Born 1952. 

Kolpakova, Irina: Soviet ballerina, teacher. Born 1933. 

Komleva, Gabriela: Soviet ballerina, ballet mistress, choreographer. Born 1938.  

Kshessinska (or Kshessinskaya), Mathilde: Russian ballerina, teacher. Russia 1872 - Paris1971. 

Kurgapkina, Ninella: Soviet ballerina, teacher 1929 - 2009. 

Larsen, Niels Bjørn: Dancer, ballet master, teacher. Educated at the Royal Danish Ballet school.  
1913 - 2003. 

Legat, Nicolas: Dancer, ballet master, choreographer, teacher. Moscow 1869- London 1937. 

Lopatkina, Ulyana: Prima ballerina. Born 1973. 

Lopukhov, Fedor: Dancer, choreographer, teacher. 1886-1973. 

Massine, Léonide: Dancer, ballet master, choreographer. Moscow 1896 - W. Germany1979. 

Makarova, Natalia: Ballerina, choreographer. Born in Soviet 1940. Defected to the West 1970, 
currently living in USA. 

Messerer, Asaf: Dancer, choreographer, ballet master at the Bolshoi. Lithuania 1903 – Russia 1992 

Messerer, Sulamith: Ballerina, choreographer. Introduced classical ballet in Japan. Moscow 1908 – 
London 2004. 

Novarre, Jean-Georges: Dancer, ballet master, teacher. 1727 - 1810. 

Nureyev, Rudolf: Dancer, ballet master, choreographer. Soviet 1937 – France 1993. Defected to the 
West 1961. 

Osipenko, Alla: Soviet ballerina, teacher. Born 1933. 

Petipa, Marius: Dancer, ballet master, choreographer. Marseilles 1818 - Crimea 1910. 

Perrot, Jules:  Dancer, ballet master, choreographer. France 1810 - Russia 1892. 

Preobrajenskaja, Olga: Ballerina, teacher. Russia 1871 - Paris 1962. 

Semenova, Marina: Soviet ballerina, teacher. 1908 – 2010. 

Seliutskij, Gennadi: Soviet dancer, teacher. Born 1936. 

Sergeyev, Konstantin: Soviet dancer, choreographer. 1910 - 1992.   
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Shelest, Alla: Soviet ballerina. 1919 - 1998. 

Taub-Darvash, Gabriela: Dancer, teacher. Born 1930 in Romania, currently living in New York. 

Trefilova, Vera: Ballerina, actress, teacher. Russia 1875 - Paris 1943. 

Ulanova, Galina: Ballerina, teacher. 1910 - 1998.  

Vaganova, Agrippina Yakovlevna: Russian ballerina and Soviet ballet pedagogue 1876 - 1951. 

Vazem, Ekaterina: Ballerina, teacher. 1848 - 1937. 

Vecheslova, Tatiana: Ballerina, teacher. 1910 - 1991. 

Vikulov, Sergei: Dancer, ballet master, teacher. Born ca. 1938. 

Volkova, Vera: Soviet dancer, teacher. Left the USSR in 1929. Tomsk 1905 - Copenhagen 1975. 
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