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AUTHOR'S NOTE


Lydia's story falls into two halves. During the first years of her career in which she rose to international fame as a ballerina, her professional life progressed from headline to headline. Her movements were tracked by press reports, and nearly every performance was reviewed. Many daily details of her private life, however, went unrecorded, in part because Lydia kept no diary during this time, and any family letters that she wrote back home to Russia were subsequently scattered or destroyed by looters during the Second World War.


In contrast, the second part of Lydia's career, after she had met John Maynard Keynes, became less active, less adventurous. Yet if her professional life diminished in incident, her day-to-day life became disproportionately well documented. In the self-consciously literary world of Bloomsbury, where she lived with Maynard, Lydia not only became a regular writer of letters but was carefully conscientious about saving those she received.


It is in this second part of her story that Lydia's voice emerges most clearly, and in quoting from her letters I have left the eloquent vagaries of her spelling and grammar uncorrected – just as I have left uncorrected most other quotations from correspondence and diaries.


In the matter of Russian spelling, there is no simple, consistent option. I have updated the transliteration of certain names, for instance the Mariinsky, but with others I have had to make choices between conventional and personal variants, old and new. The standard modern spelling of Diaghilev, for example, feels more natural than Diaghileff although the latter was used by Lydia and by her contemporaries. On the other hand, I have adopted Lydia's spelling of her brother's name, Fedor, despite the fact that the modern transliteration tends to be Fyodor and appears as such in the endnotes and bibliography. As for Lydia's own surname, although she made the decision to Anglicise the spelling and pronunciation in 1914, many critics and members of the public continued to refer to her as Lopukhova, or Lopoukhova, with the stress on the second syllable rather than the third.


In the matter of Russian dating, I have used the Old Style, pre-1918 calendar only for scenes set in Russia. In the matter of money, so crucial an issue to Lydia until she met Maynard, the following may act as a very rough guide to the value of her earnings. Before the First World War, when exchange rates remained relatively stable, 10 Russian roubles was worth approximately £1, [image: Image]5 or 27 French francs. Lydia's first, basic salary in Russia was 600 roubles per year, which was worth £60, [image: Image]300 or 1,620 francs respectively. In 1909 St Petersburg she was still benefiting from subsidies and extra income from the Imperial Theatres. To put her earnings in a more modern context, when Lydia was earning a peak weekly wage of [image: Image]2,000, in the commercial American theatre of 1912–13, the rough equivalent in 2008 money would be £17,000 or [image: Image]35,000.
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INTRODUCTION


On the morning of her wedding, 4 August 1925, Lydia Lopokova dressed with untypical restraint. Ordinarily her attitude towards clothes was vivid, scatty and impatient, her wardrobe veering between bohemian gypsyishness and her own theatrical versions of society fashion. For her appearance at London's St Pancras Registry Office, however, Lydia had taken pains to look neat, even demure. The light woollen suit and simple brown hat in which she had chosen to get married were not a memorable costume for a bride, but that, for Lydia, was the point. In this ensemble she hoped to get through her wedding day as anonymously as possible.


Anonymity was a difficult goal, however, given that in the summer of 1925, Lydia was one of the most famous women in London. As a dancer she had starred with Diaghilev's Ballets Russes, performing at the request of presidents and kings, while the man she was about to marry, John Maynard Keynes, was the most talked-about economist in Britain. Stories of the couple's intriguing engagement, the colourful coupling of an intellectual and a dancer, had already been leaking into the papers and Lydia must have known that the wedding itself was unlikely to pass without comment.


Even so, she wanted to believe the fuss would be minimal. Lydia had suffered from intrusive press attention before, not least over her protracted divorce from her previous husband. And during the three years in which she had been Maynard's mistress, she had suffered still more from the hostile scrutiny of certain of his friends. It had been made clear to Lydia that however courted she might be on the stage, within Maynard's world she was considered an interloper.


The fact that she was a woman hadn't eased her acceptance – the first woman with whom the closeted but contentedly homosexual Maynard had ever fallen in love. For the whole of his adult life, Maynard had been drawn almost exclusively to other men, and it had taken all of Lydia's erotic ingenuity and emotional determination to break that pattern. Culturally and socially, however, Lydia had appeared still more of an outsider. While Maynard's formidably cerebral world had evolved through Eton, Cambridge, the boardrooms of financial institutions, and the drawing rooms of academics and politicians, Lydia had known nothing but the theatre since she was a child. While he was profoundly rooted in his Englishness, she was a wandering Russian.


Within the privacy of their own relationship, these divisions had often sharpened the couple's pleasure in each other. ‘Is there any resemblance between you and me,’ Lydia had mused, ‘No! so different that it becomes attractive’.1 And Maynard had felt the same. If he was ever going to fall in love with a woman, one like Lydia, who shone outside his own sphere, was always going to be his instinctive choice. A bluestocking, especially an economist bluestocking, would have been a disaster: ‘If she were less than first rate,’ commented Maynard's perceptive colleague Austin Robinson, ‘he would have despised her. If she had been first rate he would have broken her heart.’2


Both at home and in bed Maynard infinitely preferred the poetic quirks of Lydia's analysis. Of his final, great book, The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money, she liked to claim that she found it ‘beautiful like Bach’.


Others, as well as Robinson, came to appreciate the chemistry between Lydia and Maynard. To the composer Patrick Hadley the two of them appeared to create ‘a most wonderful union … the most wonderful I have ever known’,3 and testimony to their happiness was recorded in the hundreds of letters that they exchanged over the years: ‘You do develop my cranium miely Maynarochka,’ Lydia wrote, ‘and I am so very glad I live with you, and am intimate with your little holes (also cells) your soul your breath and your kisses.’4 Maynard, equally whimsical in his devotion, sent tributes to his ‘dearest darling Lydochka’, his ‘miele’, his ‘pupsik’.


But this accord was not what less sympathetic observers had predicted at the time of the wedding. To Establishment grandees like the Earl of Crawford and Balcarres, a ballerina like Lydia was barely distinguishable from a common music-hall dancer, and it was with sniggering disbelief that he had recorded in his diary the news of ‘Maynard Keynes marrying a chorus girl’.5 Among the writers and painters of the Bloomsbury Group, who were Maynard's intimate friends, there was hardly less scepticism over his choice of wife. The qualities that Maynard loved in Lydia – her uninhibited enthusiasms, her extemporising Anglo-Russian chatter and her exotic ballerina ways – seemed to Bloomsbury an affront to seriousness. In the context of their own rarefied society, her charms appeared little more than trivial tricks of personality.


So many subtle snubs and small rudenesses had Lydia experienced from Maynard's circle that it was not surprising she had wanted the wedding kept to themselves. Only two friends had been invited to the short ceremony, along with four members of Maynard's family. But while Lydia could limit the guests, she could not control the curious public, and as she drove with Maynard to the registry office she may have sensed the restless murmur of the crowd awaiting them, before fully registering its size. A mob of reporters, fans and well-wishers had gathered on the pavement; still more were crammed inside the lobby of the office, while curious faces were pressed against the windows of the adjoining buildings. On their arrival cheers broke out, and when Maynard helped Lydia out of the taxi, his tall stooping figure bent down to hers, one woman pointed and shouted, ‘Look at her, isn't she tiny.’ The couple walked into their ‘private’ wedding to the accompaniment of laughter and applause.6


During the fifteen minutes that it took for the formalities to be completed, more people had joined the crush; and as Lydia hesitated with Maynard on their exit, uncertain how they were to get away, journalists began waving their notebooks and cameras flashed. The photographs that appeared in the press that evening showed Lydia frozen in the public glare, her hands plucking nervously at her clothes, the ghost of an awkward smile on her lips. She could not have looked less deserving of the accompanying headline, describing her as ‘one the three great ballerinas of the age’.


Yet even when Lydia was in control of her image, and dancing on stage, she did not conform to type. Small and rounded, with fluffy, mid-brown hair, she bore no resemblance to the finely modelled beauty that had made Anna Pavlova the iconic Swan Princess of her profession. During Lydia's entire career she had never been compared to a swan – only to a sparrow, a canary, or at best a hummingbird. And it had been precisely her lively individuality that had sparked her audiences’ devotion. When Lydia danced, her responsive little body appeared to be encountering the music and the choreography for the first time. With the peculiar gift of seeming to deliver herself spontaneously to the moment, she could produce performances that were, as one colleague described, ‘more romantic than anyone’ yet ‘such a romp’.7


Over the years, critics around the world had attempted to capture the vivacity of Lydia's stage presence, but it was a bust sculpted by Frank Dobson two years before her wedding that had come closest to evoking it. By casting Lydia in three-quarter profile Dobson had managed to catch the questioning tilt of her head, the wilful curve with which her nose lifted from the solid oval of her face, the wide glance of her eyes. Even in stillness, the grace of her plump arms and the curl of her fingers embodied a musical lilt. As Lydia looked askance at an invisible audience, she seemed caught in a moment of stillness, but very possibly poised on the brink of laughter.


The expressive life concentrated in this little bronze (one copy of which is now in possession of the Keynes family; another in the Arts Council collection) has left some permanent trace of what made Lydia, for a decade, the most popular ballerina in Britain. It is also the portrait of a star whom the world almost forgot. Lydia herself lamented on the death of Pavlova that ‘a dancer can leave nothing behind her. Music will not help us to see her again and to feel what she could give us, nor the best words.’8 And her own career vanished even more completely than most. While her ballerina years were fully documented with photos and press clippings, even with a few clumsy minutes of film, as soon as Lydia retired from the stage she deliberately chose to curtail her celebrity. When Maynard became seriously ill she devoted herself to his care; after he died in 1946, she opted to live out her own last years in the obscurity of her rural Sussex home.


Over the decades, Lydia's name was kept alive by her association with Maynard as well as with the many dancers, choreographers, artists and composers who had been her colleagues and friends. Yet as she flitted through the biographies of Picasso, Stravinsky, Diaghilev, Nijinsky, Cecil Beaton and the inner core of Bloomsbury, the fact that she had been, as Frederick Ashton put it, a ‘superstar’ in her own right, and the heroine of her own remarkable narrative, became less and less well known.


Piecing together the story of Lydia's life today is partly a matter of tracking the itinerary of her career after she ran away from St Petersburg in 1910, and spent the following two decades dancing across America and Europe. But it also involves making sense of the contradictions in her character. Lydia's paradoxical behaviour on her wedding day, a popular celebrity unnerved by crowds, was rooted in a more complicated wariness. During the course of her nomadic adventures, as she had crossed between continents and dodged the fall-out from revolution and war, Lydia had sometimes had little more than her talent and her luck to sustain her. She had been forced to learn self-reliance, and had also learned to keep guard over her emotions. On stage, and in society, Lydia appeared deliciously accessible, offering up her brimming energy and charm as gifts to her audience, yet on another level these qualities served as a smokescreen behind which she sought to maintain her privacy. Despite the trail of newspaper stories that marked her progress from Tsarist Russia to Broadway and eventually to Maynard's London, there were secrets in Lydia's life that the world did not read about. Even today, gaps remain in her story that have not been explained. Thus, in 1925, as she prepared for her wedding, Lydia's modest bridal suit was in some sense also her camouflage. Her married life with Maynard was yet another new country to which she would need to acclimatise.
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THE LOPUKHOV DYNASTY


When I knelt down by my mother to say my prayers, the only petition I had to send heavenwards was the heart pulsing wish that I might be one of the beautiful angels I had seen at the theatre … I was going to be a beautiful angel, even if I had to run away from home.


LYDIA LOPOKOVA1


When Lydia told the story of her career, she started, as most dancers do, with the first time that she had ever seen a ballet performance, and with the moment of childish epiphany when she had sworn herself, body and soul, to become a part of the stage in front of her. Lydia had been only seven when her father, Vasili Lopukhov, had taken her to St Petersburg's magnificent lyric theatre, the Mariinsky, and to a little girl in 1898 it may have seemed adventure enough simply to cross the immense square in which the theatre was set, dodging the stream of carriages that drove wealthy merchant families to the same performance, enjoying the self-importance of her own specially scrubbed appearance and brushed curls.


But inside, as Lydia and her father were directed to their seats in the gallery, the sense of occasion became still more momentous. Below her the auditorium curved away in a haze of sea-blue drapery and velvet; crystal lamps and gilded mouldings shone under the glitter of an enormous spreading chandelier; the elite of St Petersburg sat ranked across the bel étage, diamonds sparking at women's throats, medals gleaming from the uniforms of the men. When the theatre darkened and the dancers began to move across the stage in their mysteriously choreographed patterns, the whole experience could have been overwhelming to a small child. Yet when Lydia later described this event on British radio, her Russian accent swerving through her carefully scripted prose, she remembered herself feeling exuberantly, unabashedly entitled to the whole spectacle:


Every number thrilled me and I finally found it impossible to keep my feet from moving. When the curtain fell I was standing on my seat and as the music continued I began to dance and do some childish imitations of the poses and some rather bold attempts to lift my leg higher than my head, with the result that I fell from my perch and carried home a fine bump with black and blue decorations just under my curls … My father later told me that I had danced all the way home, keeping it up until bedtime.2


Aged seven, Lydia had danced her first comedy role.


But there was another, less innocent story behind the trip, which she didn't choose to relate to her British audience. Vasili Lopukhov was a poor man, the son of peasants, and when he had taken his youngest daughter to the Mariinsky, he had not been offering her an exceptional treat, but embarking on a calculated strategy of grooming her for a life on the stage. He had both financial and professional reasons for planning this, since ballet in turn-of-the-century Russia was still under the protection of the Tsar, and its artists were generously provided for. The Imperial Ballet School, which had originally been founded by the Empress Anna Ivanovna in 1738 to provide dancers for court entertainments, continued to feed, clothe and educate its pupils either for free or at minimal cost. Once students graduated into the adult ballet company, the financial rewards could, to a man of Vasili's class, be fabulous. The most junior dancers were paid a salary of 600 roubles a year, double Vasili's own highest earnings, while a leading ballerina, like Anna Pavlova, could aspire to 3,000 roubles. Even on retirement the dancers were guaranteed a pension, and for certain adroit women the stage was an unparalleled opportunity to acquire wealthy lovers, or ‘protectors’, as they were discreetly called within the profession.


Mathilde Kschessinska, the diamantine coquette who had been the Mariinsky's queen ballerina from the early 1890s, had proved just how high a dancer could aim, after she had netted, as her first lover, the young Tsarevich Nicholas. She had then moved on to his uncle, the Grand Duke Sergei, and had finally secured a younger cousin, the Grand Duke Andrei. Even though Kshessinska could not marry into the imperial family (at least, not until after the Revolution), her lovers brought her mounting political influence within the theatre, as well as a magnificent collection of houses, jewellery and clothes. In the world of the Mariinsky, the silks and furs that wrapped Kschessinska's carefully tended body, the diamond earrings that framed her pretty, voracious face, were all graphic images of worldly success; and they must surely have been in Vasili's mind as he manoeuvred little Lydia into embracing her vocation.


Vasili would in fact get four of his five children successfully launched on to the ballet stage. Lydia might be the only one to make her reputation abroad, but her older brother Fedor would become a seminal force in Soviet dance, directing the Mariinsky ballet company in the decade following the Revolution, and choreographing much of its new repertory. In 1965, Fedor's son Vladimir would also become a dancer in the company, and Vladimir in turn would see his own son Fedor follow in the family profession. If Vasili had hoped only to make money by sending his children out to work in ballet, he had ended up founding a minor dynasty.


This represented a dramatic leap of aspiration for a man of his background; yet within the history of Lydia's family it was not entirely without precedent, for on both sides, her father's and her mother's, there had been generations with stories to tell of adventure and upheaval. Years later, when Maynard attempted to map his wife's ancestry, he discovered that in contrast to his own solid line (which could be traced back to an eleventh-century Frenchman, William de Cahagnes, who settled in Britain after the battle of Hastings), Lydia's family tree was so widely scattered that it was often invisible.* Such were the distances travelled by some of her forebears that generations of her family had gone unrecorded and the earliest ancestor that Lydia had been able to identify for Maynard had been her maternal great-great-grandfather, born in Scotland during the second half of the eighteenth century.


Lydia had known only his surname, Douglas, and also the fact that as an engineer he had left home to find work in Sweden, possibly inspired by earlier generations of Scots who had crossed the North Sea to hire out their skills for the construction of St Petersburg. The travelling gene had skipped a generation, as Douglas's son Gerhart had remained in Sweden as a tapestry weaver. But it had sent the latter's son Karl (Lydia's grandfather) on a route still further east, sailing to Latvia, where he had found employment as clerk to the Municipal Council of Riga, and where he had also found his future wife, Charlotte Johnson.


Charlotte had been the daughter of an itinerant and unscrupulous Scottish merchant, ‘a courageous brigand’, according to Lopukhov family lore, ‘who always tried to get something for nothing’.3 But she herself proved a compliant wife and willingly followed her new husband to his next place of work, the Estonian capital Revel (now Tallinn), where in 1860 she gave birth to Lydia's mother, Constanz-Rosalia Karlova Lorvn. In many ways, this little Douglas household was a model of modesty and rectitude, speaking the German language that was native to their district in Revel, and practising a devout Lutheran faith. However, a glimmer of nonconformity shone through their seriousness, for Karl was a keen amateur painter, while Charlotte cut a quixotic figure among the Revel housewives by insisting on dressing in the Scottish fashions of her youth. Their daughter, known by the diminutive Karlusha, was a fair, plump girl with a watchful expression blurring her mild features, but she too had inherited a small spark of Douglas restlessness and Johnson courage. At some point the family moved down to the university town of Derpt, now Tartu, and when Karl died, leaving the family short of money, she overcame her devotion to her mother to travel 200 miles to St Petersburg and take employment as a masseuse.


Barely twenty years old, Karlusha sought security within the city's large German community, where she was at least able to continue speaking her own language. Missing her mother, she clung on to memories of home by wearing the style of tartan cap that Charlotte had always favoured. But by the time she was twenty-three, either work or social contacts had persuaded her to venture further afield, for it was in 1883 that Karlusha met Vasili Fedorovich Lopukhov, a man alarmingly and attractively outside her limited experience.


‘Lopukhov’ in Russian means burdock or wild plant, and it was a suggestive name for a serf family that had survived as tenaciously as that of Karlusha's new lover. Originally Vasili's forebears had lived and worked in the most north-easterly corner of Russia, on the Mongolia–Buryat border. Yet over the generations, as some of them were sold, gambled or transferred to different estates by aristocratic masters, who until the emancipation decree of 1861 exercised despotic control over peasant lives, the family had migrated down to the central prairies of Russia. For Vasili's father, Fedor Lopukhov, this journey had ended in the Tambov province, around 300 miles southeast of Moscow, in the tiny village of Serpovskaya, and it was here that he met his wife, a woman of Tartar birth whose family had themselves migrated south from Kazan.


Within their closed community this couple seem to have been an active, even exceptional, pair. Fedor was assigned the duties of lay server in the local church; his wife was sought after as a skilled midwife; and their son Vasili, born around 1856, grew up with a lively estimation of his own worth. Having inherited his mother's dark good looks and his father's rich tenor voice, there was no question of him remaining in obscurity in Serpovskaya, and after he had signed up to join the army, Vasili applied for a transfer to the Life Guards of the Moscow regiment, based in distant St Petersburg.


Vasili was almost illiterate – he had barely been able to sign his name on his military papers – yet once in St Petersburg he became something of a barracks hero. He wore his handsomeness with a swagger, growing a closely trimmed beard across his wide cheekbones; he became leader of the regimental choir; and his gregarious, quick-witted energy made him popular among his peers. His officers too noted his qualities (his final certificate of regimental service commended his ‘zealous and excellent conduct’), and when, in 1883, Vasili proposed to Karlusha (having already been briefly married, and then widowed), his companions may have wondered what he saw in this shy Estonian with her halting grasp of Russian. Perhaps Vasili had simply got Karlusha pregnant – their first daughter, Evgenia, was born in 1884. Or perhaps he had seen in Karlusha's more refined background the shape of his own ambitions. Certainly, as he served out his final months in the army, Vasili was imagining for himself a much wider world. He was learning to speak German with his new wife, and when he left his regiment in July 1883 he did not take the obvious route of seeking employment in one of St Petersburg's expanding industries, but instead applied for work as an usher in the city's most prestigious dramatic theatre, the Alexandrinsky.


This was not a skilled job, nor a highly paid one, earning him just 180 roubles a year, yet for Vasili it brought a significant chance to rewrite his prospects. Unlike the mass of the Russian population, who in 1883 still lived and died doing the jobs to which they had been born, employees within the Imperial institutions were given opportunities to rise. Vasili might have begun work at the most menial level, checking in coats at the Alexandrinsky cloakroom, but he had his foot on the first rung of a hierarchy, and he wasted no time in climbing upwards. His personable looks and willing nature soon got him promoted to the job of directing the public to their seats, and, with his growing knowledge of the theatre and his fluent German, Vasili earned himself a reputation as the Alexandrinsky's ‘educated usher’. He took meticulous pride in his appearance – one of Lydia's earliest memories was of her father's perfectly manicured nails – and by 1891 he was appointed to some sort of control position among the front-of-house staff. It brought him a taste of power, a salary of 300 roubles and the most prized privilege among the ushers: showing the wealthy boyars to their boxes and earning their generous tips.


Even so, Vasili was not well off. Although he was able to move himself and Karlusha from their first rented apartment on Kabinetskaya to a larger space at 8 Yamskaya,* he had a growing household to support. Two years after the birth of Evgenia, Karlusha gave birth to Fedor, with a second daughter, Anna, following in 1889, Lydia in 1891, and two more sons, Nikolai and Andrei, in 1896 and 1898. With two servants also living in the flat, the family were always cramped. Lydia recalled that as a small child she slept on a narrow platform above the kitchen stove, enjoying the warmth but having no kind of privacy. Vasili's earnings were certainly never high enough to protect against any sudden bad luck (it may have been debt that forced him to relocate his family twice in 1895, swapping between different flats within the same building),* and any serious illness or emergency could derail his finances. When two-year-old Anna died from a brain seizure – perhaps meningitis – Vasili had to petition his employers for help with doctor's fees and funeral expenses (he was granted 25 roubles), and in 1896 he again had to plead for emergency funds to treat a recurrent nervous disorder of his own.


The doctor who visited the Lopukhovs wrote in his report that all the family were, at that moment, unwell, and throughout their childhood Lydia and her siblings were lectured by Karlusha about the dangers of illness. St Petersburg's open sewers made the city, at the end of the nineteenth century, one of most disease-ridden capitals of Europe, and while Yamskaya was not located in a slum neighbourhood, each apartment building in the narrow street huddled around a dank courtyard from which rose the stinking fumes of the residents’ cesspit. For an anxious mother like Karlusha, contagion lurked in every dark corner, and she was, the children recalled, watchfully vigilant about where and with whom she would allow them to play.


But she was equally alert to the dangers of moral contagion, for it was while the children were still young that Vasili began to pursue what Fedor would euphemistically call in his memoirs ‘gypsy freedoms’.4 Love had been squeezed out of the Lopukhov marriage by the accumulating stress of raising a family; and all the differences in background and temperament that had once made the couple attractive to each other were hardening into suspicion and dislike. Karlusha, at ease with her own family, could be merry and demonstrative, but her shyness with strangers and her strict Lutheran faith made her recoil from the loud drinking companions and boisterous theatre friends whom her husband brought home. Vasili in turn grew impatient with his antisocial wife, who still stubbornly preferred to speak in her native German tongue, and by the time that Lydia was born he was beginning to look for his pleasures elsewhere.


For several years Karlusha struggled to console herself with her religion. Such was her determination to remain true to her marriage vows that she even took temporary care of a baby boy whom Vasili fathered during one of his drinking jaunts. For several years, too, Vasili's excesses were kept under control and away from the eyes of his children, so that their earliest experiences of family life were happy ones. One crucial advantage of his duties at the Alexandrinsky was that they required him to remain inside the auditorium during performances, allowing him to watch every production and learn the craft of the actors. This was the world of culture after which Vasili hankered. Even though he could still barely read, his ear was extraordinarily acute, and he learned chunks of the repertory to recite back home for his wife and family.


These performances remained distinct in the memories of his children, alive with verve and melodrama. When Vasili was at home, the flat rang with the sound of his voice, with his singing, with his constant demands that his family talk and read to him. And clearly the children thrived. A photograph taken when Lydia was about ten shows the five Lopukhovs looking intelligent, grinning, alert. Although they might not get new winter boots, they did always have books in the flat, including, Lydia remembered, a thick anthology of fairy tales that was kept in the sitting room and contained her own favourite story, Hans Christian Andersen's ‘The Nightingale’.


From the distance of adulthood Fedor came to believe that their father had been a potentially ‘outstanding’ person, who in other, more privileged circumstances might have been a distinguished singer or actor.5 Certainly it was Vasili's theatrical talent that the children all inherited. Yet without any disciplined outlet, this talent became a boorish, dissolute parody of itself. Increasingly restless, increasingly frustrated, Vasili squandered more and more of his free time and money in bars. Five times between 1903 and 1909 he was fined for turning up drunk to work, and his proud professional reputation began to unravel. He was threatened with the sack after abusing a patron who had asked him to pick up a dropped coin, and there were allegations (later dropped) that he had been selling theatre tickets on the black market. Although Vasili's services were twice formally recognised – in 1902 he was made a Private Honorary Citizen and in 1906 an Hereditary Honorary Citizen – during his final years at the Alexandrinsky the ‘educated usher’ had become an embarrassing liability.
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Lopukhov family photo, back row from left to right:
Evgenia, unknown, Lydia; front row from left to
right: Fedor, Nikolai, Andrei


At home too he was no longer loved and revered. With his temper blackened by alcohol and his judgement clouded, Vasili became verbally, if not physically, violent towards Karlusha. The children, in defending her, joined ranks against him. Lydia had a photograph of her mother and two younger brothers which she kept by her bed for most of her life. It was taken around 1905, but in it Karlusha looks much older than her forty-five years, a square, anxious woman, her brows knitted tightly as she stares at the camera, her mouth clamped shut.


Of her father, Lydia kept no mementoes.


Yet if Vasili's drinking laid domestic traps and terrors for the future, it was still a reasonably contented household into which Lydia was born on 7 October 1891.* She was baptised Lydia Vasilievna Lopukhova at the Simeonovskaya church on Mokhovaya Street, with the wife of a corporal in the Imperial Guard and a private from the Imperial regiment standing as her godparents. Karlusha, barely recovered from the loss of Anna, may have watched her new baby anxiously, but Lydia grew into a lively toddler, with a wide smile and energetic limbs that tilted boldly at the world. She became her mother's petted child, quick to be entertained by new experiences and always impatient for the family walk on which Karlusha insisted on taking her children every day. During Lydia's early years, her world was mapped by the sights and smells of the different routes her mother took – down the wide Zagorodny Prospekt, whose indoor market was piled with honeycombs, fruit and hams; across to the gleaming Vladimir church with its bronze domes and its crowds of beggars; further off to the park by Vitebsk Station, where Karlusha let her children race alongside the plumes of steam that rose from the trains as they rumbled heavily south towards Kiev and Minsk.
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Karlusha, with Andrei and Nikolai, St Petersburg, 1900




But Lydia's favourite walk was the one that led to her father's theatre, the Alexandrinsky, and to the elegant street that lay in the shadow of its golden stuccoed walls. This was Theatre Street, home of the school where St Petersburg's dancers and actors were apprenticed to serve in the Imperial companies, and where at the age of seven she had vowed her own future would lie.


In Lydia's adult memory it had been the visit to the Mariinsky that had inspired this vow, but in reality the examples of both Evgenia and Fedor must have had some influence on her. Vasili had already secured places at the Theatre School for his two older children, Evgenia in August 1895 and Fedor the following year, and as the pair brought home foreign-sounding chatter of pliés and pirouettes he may have guessed that he would have little trouble convincing his second daughter to follow them. Whether he had Karlusha's wholehearted support is unclear. By 1900 her two eldest children had graduated to boarding status at the school, coming home only at weekends and holidays, and she may have felt some aversion to Lydia, her favourite, being set up to join them. While discipline at the Theatre School was reassuringly strict, its teachers were still preparing the children for a life on stage and, with it, a world of bohemian morals and material dazzle that were disturbingly alien to her own simple Lutheran beliefs. To Karlusha, unlike Vasili, Kschessinska would hardly have been a persuasive role model.*


On the other hand, she was in no position to argue with the privileged care and education that entry to the Theatre School would bring, nor with the fact that these advantages were fiercely sought. Thousands of families petitioned every year simply for the chance to apply to the school, and of the 100 boys and 200 girls given auditions, fewer than twenty were finally accepted. Priority was given to those who had close relatives working as actors or dancers, and Vasili had already had to work his contacts hard to secure Fedor and Evgenia's applications, helped by a dancer at the Mariinsky with whom he was friendly. The two older Lopukhovs had only just scraped a place each, and by May 1901, when it was time for Lydia's own audition, she was feeling the burden of her family's expectation. Even though the school was, officially, only looking for suitable raw material – an attractive face, a pliable personality and graceful build – experience had taught Vasili that many of those petitioning had already acquired some dance training. The competition would be intense, and he had attempted to prepare Lydia with some rudimentary coaching, impressing on her the need to smile prettily at the panel of examiners and explaining to her that when she was asked to run up and down the room for them, she must try to turn out her feet as she did so, like a real ballerina.


It was also Vasili, rather than Karlusha, who took charge of Lydia during the long day of the audition, as they joined the apprehensive line of families filing into the Theatre School. Lydia was familiar with this building from the outside and, wearing a brand-new pair of white silk socks that Karlusha had given her, she may even have felt some chirpy spurt of confidence. But there was little to reassure her, or any of the girls, as they were directed down the echoing hallway and up the marble staircase that led to their waiting room. Even those few precocious applicants who had been preening themselves in grown-up ruffles and jewellery – eclipsing Lydia's pride in her new socks – were cowed by what awaited them in the hall where the first stage of the audition took place.


Twenty-five of the most powerful figures within the world of the Imperial Theatres had been gathered to watch the little girls perform, some of the men wearing the full dress uniform of court, several of the women identifiable as ballerinas by their graceful hauteur. Seated behind a long table, they were an impenetrably august group, terrifying for the nine-year-olds who were being delivered up to their scrutiny. In small groups the girls were first checked over by a ballet master who delivered a dry, professional commentary on their appearance to the examiners and dispassionately weeded out those with physical defects, such as knock knees or flat feet. The girls were then requested to run, one by one, the length of the enormous room, and Lydia could only repeat Vasili's instructions to herself like a mantra: ‘I kept on thinking I must point the feet outwards, all the way up the hall.’6 Her run was evidently correct, however, or perhaps the examiners had simply seen interesting possibilities in her diminutive prettiness and in the determined energy that animated her pert body and grey-blue button eyes. By the end of the day, after a medical examination and an afternoon of academic tests, only thirteen girls remained, and Lydia was among them.


Over the next eight years she and this select band would get to know each other more intimately than sisters, as they were drilled into the mysteries of their new vocation. Only the finest dancers were considered fit for the Tsar, and the Imperial coffers had, historically, paid generously to ensure that they were well trained. The most skilled ballet masters in Europe had been brought over to St Petersburg during the previous century and a half, instilling elements of French elegance, Danish buoyancy and Italian virtuosity into the Russian style. And if the Mariinsky dancers who inspired Lydia now look stolidly limited to us – posing in their photographs like stiff curios from a distant era – they were the outstanding athletes of their day. The women had exploited rapid advances in the technology of pointe shoes to master a scintillating vocabulary of pirouettes and bourrées, of delicate, skimming hops and airy balances. Their male partners, too, were engaged in a heroic conquest of gravity as they pushed their bodies towards more vaulting jumps, and lifted their ballerinas to more daring heights.


As for the ballets they performed, no more spectacular repertory could be seen anywhere in the world. Marius Petipa was their principal architect, a French choreographer who had been employed at the Mariinsky since 1847 and over the years had perfected a formula for combining technically brilliant dancing with theatrical sensation. La Bayadère (1877) was a typically opulent product, its stage designers conjuring dazzling illusions such as a castle in the sky and a collapsing Indian temple, its hand-embroidered costumes made from the finest silks, velvets, ermines and Brussels lace. During the second half of the nineteenth century the Imperial purse donated around 80,000 roubles each year to the staging of two such productions; and when these costs were added to the dancers’ salaries, to the upkeep of the horses and carriages that drove them to the theatres, as well as to the wages of teaching staff, dressers and maids, ballet constituted a conspicuous drain on the Tsar's resources.
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	Mathilde Kschessinska, Nitri, The Talisman; St Petersburg, 1909







St Petersburg's intellectuals had tended to be critical of this extravagance, judging that most ballets in the repertory amounted to little more than a parading of pretty legs, designed for the titillation of young soldiers and old men. However, Nicholas II was a serious admirer, and after he came to the throne in 1894, artists at the Mariinsky became still more privileged, petted by the Tsar's family and fêted by the city's dedicated band of balletomanes. Four years after Lydia's audition, during the abortive revolutionary uprisings of 1905, some of the newly politicised dancers began to complain that the drudgery of their life rendered them little better off than serfs. Yet most of Russia's population would regard the dancers’ status as rare and fortunate, for the rewards for their daily discipline could be life-changing – not only for themselves but for their families. When little Lydia first prayed to become one of the beautiful dancing angels that she had seen at the Mariinsky, Vasili had had every reason to pray beside her.
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*Piecing together Lydia's background has been made subsequently more difficult by the fact that none of her immediate family, except Fedor, survived beyond 1947 and that during the 1942–3 siege of Leningrad the family flat was looted and the family's papers and photographs either scattered or destroyed.


*Now Ulitsa Dostoevskogo.


*They moved from flat no. 11 to no. 6, then to no. 12.


*This is the date under the Old Style Russian calendar. Once Lydia moved to the West and adjusted to the Gregorian calendar, she gave her birth date as 21 October. This deviated by a day from the normal calculation of adding thirteen days to OS dates (twelve days for nineteenth-century dates) but it may have been that Lydia was born late on 7 October and counted from the 8th. Lydia herself was never punctilious about such details, giving different dates of birth on her three passports and, when it suited her professionally, being ‘vague’ about her age.


*Karlusha kept only one of her children, Nikolai, at home. He later confessed to Fedor that he had ‘behaved like a lout’ at his audition so that he could go to a regular school and study maths and science. F. Lopukhov, Sixty Years in the Ballet, Iskusstvo, Moscow, 1966, p.75.











Chapter Two
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IMPERIAL PROPERTY


For a year we did nothing but simple exercises holding onto the wall bars and repeating what might seem meaningless movements to the cracked notes of an old piano. First position! Third position! Circle, point, return, circle, point, return.


LYDIA LOPOKOVA1


When Lydia next returned to Theatre Street* at the end of August 1901, she was clutching her lunch box and wearing the brown cashmere dress that marked her out as a first-year pupil of the Imperial Theatre School. She was proud of her status and excited by the novelty of wearing a uniform, even though the dress was a hideous garment for a small child – bunchy, old-fashioned and cumbersomely restrictive. It was also, as Lydia was about to discover, entirely apt for her new life, in which rules and regulations would govern every detail of her day.


Whatever colour and drama she had pictured for herself as a future ballet student, it was made immediately clear that the glamour of the stage existed in a separate sphere from the convent-like order of the school. Outside in Theatre Street, there might be actors arriving at the Alexandrinsky, and ballerinas coming to rehearse in the adjacent company studios. Inside, however, all contact with the external world was sternly policed: windows on the ground level were frosted over to prevent anyone looking in, or out; the children were permitted to play only in an inner courtyard; and every minute was punctiliously timetabled.




From Monday to Saturday the pupils’ routine followed an almost identical pattern. After an hour's study period, Lydia and her fellow noviciates were marshalled into a changing room to dress for the morning ballet class, learning how to fix loops of elastic around their pink stockings, adjust their shawls around their starched grey ballet frocks, and tie their shoe ribbons with precisely judged tightness, spitting on the knots for luck. Inside the dance studios, two hours of concentrated physical instruction followed, after which came lunch and a long afternoon of academic lessons. Throughout the school day the children were monitored by a small army of black-gowned governesses referred to universally as the Toads, who not only quelled any stirrings of bad behaviour, but five times a day lined up their charges to be counted. Lydia in retrospect judged this practice to be some antiquated form of stocktaking – ‘After all we were Imperial property’2 – but according to school legend it had been introduced only after a legendarily daring senior pupil had run away with an officer of the Horse Guards. Remembered with shocked admiration as ‘lunatic Ann’, this romantic rebel had left behind a detailed diary of her love affair scrawled on the wall of a cupboard. She had also bequeathed a punishment to the generations of girls who came after her. Not only were they continually watched by their governesses, they were forbidden to leave the school unaccompanied, and any unnecessary, unscheduled contact with the boy pupils was proscribed.


After the crowded, animated household in which Lydia had grown up, this culture of restraint might have been bewildering to her; as a restless, imaginative, untidy child she might have been destined to suffer. Even though the Tsar's future dancers were never beaten, strict punishments were in place to chastise every lapse of punctuality, every excess of high spirits and every prank. Yet according to Tamara Karsavina – a senior girl who was appointed Lydia's mentor, and would later become her professional rival and friend – this littlest Lopukhova, with ‘the face of an earnest cherub’, was adopted as the school pet. Even the strictest of the Toads were apparently disarmed by her prettiness and enthusiasm. ‘The extreme emphasis she put into her movements was comic to watch in the tiny child,’ Karsavina wrote in her memoirs. ‘Whether she danced or talked, her whole frame quivered with excitement, she bubbled over. Her personality was manifest from the first, and very loveable.’3


As always in Lydia's life, her charm won her special exemptions. Yet her transition into school life may also have been eased by the fact that she was a few months younger than the rest of her class, and became a boarder only in her third year. Lydia was thus allowed to escape her teachers’ vigilance at five o'clock each day and be taken back home by Karlusha or one of the servants. Home was now at the far end of Nevsky Prospekt, St Petersburg's largest and busiest boulevard, where Vasili had recently moved the family, and the twenty-minute walk from school plunged Lydia back into the familiar hubbub of the city. On dry spring days she was taken up the side of the Fontanka River with its crowded cargo boats and ferries; otherwise she was walked around the massive walls of the Alexandrinsky, to be caught up in the crowds that jostled along the Prospekt's wide expanse. On dark winter afternoons the snowy pavements were pooled with the light from gas lamps, the frozen air jangling with the traffic of sleighs. During the short, bright summer the Prospekt was clamorous with the noise of iron-wheeled carriages rattling over cobbles, and with the calls of peasant farmers shouting out prices for their milk, honey and eggs.


By the time Lydia neared home, the press of stall holders, shoppers, pedestrians and beggars would have thinned, for number 69 Nevsky Prospekt was located at the quieter, shabbier end of the boulevard. A functional, mid-nineteenth-century apartment building with a cramped courtyard at the back (now used as a welding yard), this was not an address for the wealthy. Yet there were large windows at the front, giving light and air into the flats (the Lopukhovs’ was number 24), and during the weekdays, with Fedor and Evgenia away at school, the household felt almost spacious.


In the autumn of 1903, when Lydia was eventually enrolled as a boarder and allowed home only for a day and a half each week, she may have suffered at being further separated from family life, and especially from her mother. She had remained Karlusha's favourite, her naughtiness indulged, her chatter listened to, and it was out of this unconditional sweetness that her confidence had flourished. Lydia herself did not record that the separation made her miserable, beyond quipping that ‘even [her] sleep had become regulated’;4 but from a reading of the memoirs of her close contemporaries Tamara Karsavina, Bronislava Nijinska and Alexandra Danilova it is possible to guess that the experience was harder than she acknowledged. These three ballerinas recalled nights of stifled sobbing as they and the other new boarders ached for home, sleeping with fifty other junior girls in a vast, hangar-like dormitory, their individual school numbers hanging repressively over their beds.


If the new boarders went to sleep feeling lonely, they woke to a day even more closely supervised than those they had known as day pupils. A loud bell summoned them to shiver, briefly, under a cold tap and get themselves dressed, the youngest girls still having to be helped by school maids as their chilly fingers struggled to comb, braid and pin their long hair, fasten their cashmere day frocks (now blue, to designate boarding status) and bundle on the black alpaca apron, thick white stockings and black lace-up shoes that completed their uniform.


After prayers and breakfast – tea, a buttered bun and an egg – the day was regulated by the usual lessons until five o'clock, when, instead of going home, the boarders faced a new evening timetable. First came dinner, during which their hushed conversations were dominated by the hissing of a large samovar at one end of the room, and their conduct monitored by a watchful governess. Then came private study, needlework or music practice. It was only on Friday evenings, when they took their weekly baths, that the pupils experienced a small frisson of freedom. The school's wooden bathhouse was tucked away in a small courtyard, which had to be reached by a maze of dark pathways. Not only was the short, unlit walk a licence for private whispering, but in the bathhouse itself, as the pupils were scrubbed to shining pinkness by their maids, they could no longer be observed by the otherwise vigilant Toads. Hidden by scalding clouds of steam, the giggling, near-naked girls came as close to unsupervised anarchy as the school permitted.


Lydia did chafe under the new confinement, even if she did not admit to feeling unhappy. She fantasised, sometimes, that her parents had died and that she was free to run away and join the circus or, just as excitingly, that she might go off and play truant in St Petersburg's zoological gardens, which she considered thrillingly ‘low’.5 Yet if the restraints of Theatre School life could feel oppressive, during morning dance classes there was always the sense that she and her classmates were gaining access to important mysteries. Even during the first year, when ballet had seemed disappointingly remote from the pretty poses of Lydia's imagination, the dry, repetitive exercises took on a new significance when their regular teacher* was replaced by the head of the Girls’ Division, Enrico Cecchetti. This fierce, eccentric martinet was renowned for the bullying brilliance of his teaching methods, and any rebuke from him could be devastating. ‘His abuse was terrible,’ Lydia remembered, ‘all of us he would reduce to tears.’ Yet she and her friends had yearned for his criticisms as if they were love tokens. Cecchetti was the Maestro, the teacher who could spot, and make, a future ballerina, and all the pupils knew that it was a ‘bad sign not to be abused, for that would show that one had no gifts, no possibilities’.6


Often Cecchetti's abuse had been directed at Lydia, for however delinquently she dreamed of joining the circus, she had been marked out early as one of her year's talents. Physically she was lucky. Her body adapted itself to the demands being made on it without any damaging stress or injury – her childish muscles strengthening term by term, her tendons gaining in length, her spine and her limbs becoming steadily more flexible. She also seems to have been born with a natural dance intelligence, a physical sixth sense, through which she could hear rhythm with her body and visualise shape, colour and line through her movements.


But almost as crucially, Lydia was gifted with a survivor's temperament. Having been cosseted during her first year, she continued to coast through the school's competitive culture, buoyed up by her father's easy gift for friendship and by her mother's sturdy good sense. Masochism, obsession and narcissism – the psychological perils of her vocation – were not part of Lydia's make-up. The world was too interesting and entertaining for her to get sucked an unhappy, inward battle with her own talent. And when she was called to perform on the Imperial stage, as she frequently was, she came to feel that it was her natural space.


Child dancers and actors were extremely popular in Russia at this time, and it was part of the school's training to encourage even the littlest pupils to appear in ballets, operas and plays. Among the boys and girls at the school, these opportunities were hotly coveted. It was an adventure simply to escape from class and be driven to and from the theatre in one of the school's ancient carriages, which, with blinds drawn protectively over their windows, creaking and blinkered through the streets of St Petersburg. But to be on stage was to enter another world, especially if the children were cast to dance in one of the Sunday ballet performances attended by the Tsar. On such occasions the Mariinsky acquired the concentrated glitter of a court event as the city's nobility sat in strict order of rank on either side of the Imperial box, the women lustrous in tiaras and ropes of pearls, the men in the full plumage of their military livery or court dress. For the children, earnestly playing their parts as pages, cupids or flower children, this splendour would register as little more than a blur of wealth and privilege. Yet they might be instinctively aware of how the stage around them was duplicating the hierarchy of the audience, with the ballerina and her prince in centre frame, flanked in descending order of importance by the soloists, the coryphées and corps de ballet. It was an early lesson in professional and social gradation, and an early spur to their own ambitions.


Lydia was chosen for her own first performance very shortly after she entered the school. It was the tiniest of walk-on parts – a baby crow in Gounod's opera Faust – but years later she could still relive the momentous sense of initiation it gave her: ‘I was shown into a very big dressing room, had my cheeks rouged and a long woollen frock put over me, and taken by the hand onto the stage. It was all very dark. There I saw a terrible monster with red legs and horns who was a doing a sort of Mā-a-a, Mā-a-a in a bass voice. It was Chaliapin as Mephistopheles … but I thought it really was the devil – and fainted.’


She went on, ‘This was how they used to accustom us little ones to the brilliance and spaces of the stage.’7 But even more daunting to her and her classmates were the performances that were staged in the Tsar's tiny private theatre in the Hermitage. Here they had to dance with the Imperial family sitting in armchairs just feet away from the stage. Lydia was about eleven when she first underwent this ordeal, dancing in the premiere of Nicolas and Sergei Legat's ballet The Fairy Doll, and it gave her a profound feeling of unease hearing the Tsar guffawing during one of the ballet's comedy scenes. But the photograph of her in her lace doll's costume suggests the precocious assurance that Lydia was now able to bring to such occasions. The pale oval of her face, framed by ringlets, appears gravely innocent; yet her mouth is tucked into a winsome moue, and she is artfully conscious of the camera as her audience.











	Lydia, The Fairy Doll, St Petersburg, 1903

	[image: image]






By now, Lydia felt herself to be a true professional, for she was not only given regular opportunities to dance on stage, but was also being allocated substantial acting roles.* Out of all the Lopukhov children, she had most obviously inherited Vasili's dramatic talent (the celebrated St Petersburg actress Mlle Komissarzhevskaya had been so impressed by Lydia's performance in a mime class that she had urged the school to switch her studies from ballet to drama) and by the time Lydia was ten she had been cast as Prince Mamillius in The Winter's Tale and the following year as Peaseblossom in A Midsummer Night's Dream. Lydia was still young enough to be ignorant of who Shakespeare really was (she believed he was a Russian) and was still treated as a child by the rest of the cast. She giggled at the fat comedian playing Bottom, whom she called ‘Uncle Kotya’; she took sweets from the actor who was Puck, and developed a crush on the ‘blond idol’ who was Demetrius. Yet there was nothing childish about the roles she aspired, eventually, to take herself: ‘I had ambitions to play Puck or Oberon, these characters had grit for me. I did not want to play Titania, Hermia or that awful bore Helena.’8


Lydia's early independence manifested itself, too, on the occasion that she and her friends were offered a lift back from the Mariinsky by the notorious Kschessinska. The snow was falling and the great ballerina had leaned out of her carriage window, wrapped in furs with her trademark diamonds twinkling at her ears, to urge them to drive with her. Lydia had known enough of Kschessinska's gold-digging reputation to be horrified by this invitation and despite the bitter cold had insisted piously to her friends that they must resist: ‘Oh no no no, we mustn't go with her. She's a wicked woman.’9


Given the school's customary vigilance it is unclear how Lydia could have remembered herself standing in the snow, rather than being whisked immediately back to bed in one of the pupils’ carriages. However, the real significance of this anecdote is that it took place after a performance in which Lydia had been dancing Clara,* the child heroine of The Nutcracker. This was the most substantial dancing role open to a small girl and by far the most challenging, requiring Lydia to be on stage for most of the ballet's two acts. She was still only about twelve years old, young enough to be awed by her position in the spotlight and fearful of forgetting her steps. But her teachers were in the wings to encourage her, and after the curtain fell Lydia was formally presented to the Tsar. It was the surest possible sign that her star in the school was rising.




*


Until Lydia was thirteen, her life revolved securely around the twin axes of home and dancing. During her fourth year at school, however, the world shifted.


Since the turn of the century the political mood of Russia had been turning increasingly combative, as middle-class campaigns for democratic reform had been swelled by protests from the growing urban workforce, demanding shorter hours and higher pay. Even the historically compliant peasants had raised their voices against the Tsar, as Russia's bungled war with Japan in 1904 began sending tens of thousands of untrained, ill-equipped men to their slaughter. Yet as St Petersburg had grown more unstable, more agitated, Theatre Street had retained its atmosphere of dedicated, cloistered calm. Talk of politics was suppressed by the governesses, and even the outbreak of war had made little impact on the pupils, beyond the knitting needles that been handed out to the girls after supper, along with orders to knit socks for the troops. However, on 9 January 1905, 150,000 St Petersburg citizens marched on Palace Square, and even the Tsar's fledgling dancers were plunged into the first, violent chapter of the Russian Revolution.


Revolution had not been the marchers’ intention – their demands had been only for a basic programme of reform and for an accelerated end to the war, while their mood had been almost supplicatory, with many of them carrying icons and portraits of the Tsar. But mass political assembly was forbidden, and as the unarmed crowd entered Palace Square the jumpy Imperial Guard had opened fire, killing and wounding thousands. The march had disintegrated into a massacre, and this in turn became the tipping point into anarchy. While some of the survivors went on a maddened rampage, calling on the rest of St Petersburg to rise up against ‘Nicholas the Bloody’, others formed frantic search parties to hunt for the injured and missing. The army, incapable of dealing with the chaos that it had unleashed, reacted with more mindlessly brutal gunfire, generating further waves of violence across the city.


Many of those who were casualties of Bloody Sunday were passive bystanders, many of those who were traumatised by it were children, including Lydia and some of her fellow pupils. Having been sent off to perform in the city's theatres as normal, some were caught up in the day's violence, especially at the Alexandrinsky, where jeering protesters forced a way into the auditorium and brought the performance to a halt. Lydia, in later years, tended not to share her most extreme or personal experiences with the public, and did not include stories of Bloody Sunday in her own broadcast reminiscences. But she did disclose some memory of the event to a student journalist writing for the Cambridge magazine Granta, and his apocalyptic description of Lydia having been driven, in a panic flight, back to Theatre Street ‘over the bodies of the slain and through the ranks of the still smoking artillery’10 attests to the terror that she and her friends must have felt as their carriages forced a path through St Petersburg's turbulent crowds.


By early spring the worst of the city's unrest had been contained by ruthless policing. But insurgency remained close to the surface, and in the autumn a strike organised by printers spread through the rest of the workforce, bringing St Petersburg close to breakdown. Public transport was halted, faltering gas supplies left the grey, sleet-slicked streets eerily dark, and many schools, hospitals, shops and theatres were closed. Rumours that a starving rabble would imminently be roaming the streets kept many citizens fearfully behind closed doors, while the political activists were everywhere, hanging red flags from any balcony that they could access and organising impromptu demonstrations.


The school turned in on itself, imposing a strict curfew and guarding the children from contact with the dangers outside. Yet however tightly the curtains were drawn, the authorities could not blank out the spirit of insurrection that was now brewing within the ballet profession itself. During this second wave of political agitation, key members of the Mariinsky began declaring their own radicalised positions, headed by the dancers Mikhail Fokine (who was now also Lydia's teacher at the school), Anna Pavlova and Tamara Karsavina (now a rising ballerina within the company). Strikes were threatened unless the management acceded to a list of changes, which included higher salaries and more democratic policy making; and this unprecedented act of defiance also had a galvanising effect on the pupils. A group of senior boys issued their own set of strike demands (mostly minor issues concerning uniform regulations and the right to smoke), and for weeks the school talked of nothing but politics and protest.


Ostensibly, by spring 1906 the lid was again jammed shut. The authorities in St Petersburg curbed the revolutionaries by instituting a series of repressive measures, sugared by a few conciliatory reforms.* A parallel policy was also enforced among the apostate dancers, with the management pandering to a few of their demands but sacking or demoting those whom they considered dispensable. Rebellion had been heady, however, and even if Fokine, Karsavina, Pavlova and their supporters no longer dared talk openly of political change, they continued to question the aesthetics and practice of their art form.


Ballet was now at a critical moment of transition within the Mariinsky. Marius Petipa, who had for so long held the company within his artistic grip, was an old man, his power broken, his ideas almost exhausted. Fokine's influence, meanwhile, was on the rise, especially among his younger colleagues. With his dark hair swept off his wide poet's forehead, Fokine had initially made his reputation as one of the company's most handsome male dancers. Yet since his appointment in 1902 as head of the Girls’ Division at the Theatre School, his ambitions had turned more rigorously towards the reform of ballet instruction, and towards a modernisation of choreography. It was Fokine's conviction that productions at the Mariinsky had become stifled by a combination of over-upholstered spectacle and academic correctness, and he envisioned a future in which new stage conventions and new dance idioms might open up the art form to a fuller, more human range of expression.


Fokine's instinct was to look outside the inbred culture of ballet for his influences, to the uncorrupted vigour of Russian folk tradition, to the psychological realism of Stanislavsky's new Moscow Art Theatre, even to the art and poetry of the ancient Greeks. And at the end of 1904 he was also stirred by the St Petersburg debut of a new and very American dance radical, Isadora Duncan. Duncan was far more strident than Fokine in her condemnation of the prevailing ballet culture as ‘sterile’ and ‘unnatural’,11 and far more absolute in her disdain for the tyranny of the classroom. She had also evolved an alternative concept of movement, impassioned, instinctive, almost naïf, which Fokine and many of his colleagues found profoundly moving. Dancing on a bare stage, with her dark hair loosened and wearing a stylised Greek chiton that left her limbs and feet bare (and later, more scandalously, revealed her naked breasts), Duncan seemed to the meticulously trained Russians to have found a miraculous, resonant simplicity in the way she used her body.


Fokine would defensively rebut any suggestions that his own choreographic innovations had been taken from Duncan, yet it was around the time of the latter's first Russian visit that Lydia and her friends went to Fokine's lessons to find their carefully schooled habits being suddenly challenged. In place of the familiar classroom corrections, they were ordered by their teacher to begin listening to the ‘inner music’ of their bodies, and to find a new elasticity of line within their everyday exercises. It felt, to Lydia and her friends, close to a revolution: ‘We girls had always been taught to hold our bodies tight and stiff in precise poses, any individuality was curbed.’12 And whilst Fokine's demands for self-expression struck some of the class as incomprehensible, to Lydia they seem to have made exciting sense.* They chimed with her instincts for drama; they quickened her sense of how those years of repetitive exercises might transcend routine and become an individual statement of style. Soon she was advancing so quickly in Fokine's favour that when he came to create his first official piece of choreography, Acis and Galatea, he cast her in the solo role of Cupid, or Amour.


Acis, set to music by Andrei Kadletz, was created for the school graduation show of April 1905; and even though Fokine was barred from putting his cast in sandals (the girls were required, at these performances, to demonstrate their facility in pointe work), the ballet did elicit an unusual range of dramatic colour from its young dancers. To embody the antique, pastoral spirit of Ovid's tale, Fokine had worked simple folk rhythms and classical Greek poses into the choreography, and he had tailored each role to maximise a fresh, unfettered vitality of expression. Lydia, as Cupid, was given a solo of light, delicate jumps, which according to her brother made her appear as weightless as ‘one of those little angels of quattrocentro painters’.13 Fedor himself was a poetic Acis, and overshadowing even the Lopukhovs was a sixteen-year-old boy, Vaslav Nijinsky, who was given the tumbling, acrobatic role of the lead faun. Nijinsky's technique, especially his astonishingly high jump, had already become the subject of gossip in the school corridors, but when he appeared in Acis his gift was transformed into some more mercurial force. On stage, Nijinsky seemed to concentrate all the light and oxygen into his dancing, and the startled ovation that greeted his performance signalled that Fokine had just launched an extraordinary career.


The critics’ reviews were full of Nijinsky, although Lydia did get her own favourable comment in the journal Slovo (The Word), which noted that the ‘little pupil Lopukhova had been “splendid” in the role of Amour’. She herself was now fascinated by Fokine and by the dissident glamour that he represented. In any argument over the merits of Isadora Duncan, she would always champion the American dancer; and she later recalled her thrill when, during a class at school, ‘the door opened and in came a tall, statuesque woman in a long white Grecian robe, with her hair in a fillet. It was Isadora Duncan and she and her troupe opened a new world for us with their new, wavy, flowing, rhythmical movements. We girls exchanged chocolates and kisses.’14 But Lydia was herself becoming very interesting to Fokine, and while it was unusual for non-graduating students to be allocated major solos in school performances, he continued to use her and in 1908 he cast her as the Winter Snowflake in his setting of Tchaikovsky's Four Seasons.


Lydia was now sixteen and a half, and beginning to acquire her adult profile as a dancer. She was still very small and the waxy pallor of her skin made her face appear childishly plump, but her prettiness had unusual angles. Fedor, who later wrote an admiring critical study of his sister, described her as ‘an elegant little doll, with eyes that shone whenever she performed’, and he recorded, too, that she possessed an unexpectedly powerful technique. She was very fast: ‘her running on pointes was infectiously gay and light as if she was tripping on air’; while her light, springing jump was almost comparable to Nijinsky's: ‘Her leg muscles were remarkable and she could achieve an incredibly big leap, almost masculine in its power, yet at the same time, her flight through the air was as delicate as was her landing. Whereas [Nijinsky's] leap reminded one of the jump and flight of a grasshopper, Lydia's resembled the … descent of dandelion down.’15


Daily life for Lydia was, however, becoming more obdurate and more challenging. At home her father's alcoholism was now a harsh given and there were often brawls to negotiate when she visited the family flat. Viewing the household through more adult eyes, Lydia was forced to share Fedor and Evgenia's concern about the threats to their mother from Vasili's disintegration, and about the danger to the family finances. At school, too, she was under new pressure. The time was fast approaching when her class would be graduating into the Mariinsky, and competition was intensifying as she strove to raise her profile still higher, fighting for the attention and the examination marks that would single her out as a possible future ballerina in the company.


Among her friends and her teachers Lydia may have seemed unchanged, a charmer, a natural comedian, a free spirit whose trajectory through school was buoyed along by the fluky good fortune of her talent and temperament. Yet as an adult Lydia would become adept at putting the fizz of her personality to deliberate use: it enabled her to mask her anxieties or to throw the switch on a difficult situation. It may have been now, as she emerged from protected childhood, that Lydia started to develop that skill.


By this time Lydia had gained the rank of senior pupil, her status denoted by the pink practice dress she wore in the ballet studio and by the few precious boarding privileges that came with it. She was given a bed and private desk in an annexe separated off from the main dormitory, as well as access to the seniors’ dressing room, which allowed precious glimpses, through unfrosted windows, of life in the street below. Yet as she and her friends looked down at the hawkers selling food and trinkets, at the carriages carrying actors and dancers to their rehearsals, they felt themselves even more unnaturally confined. Those like Lydia whose ambitions were fixed on the stage were impatient to take their place within the company; those with more worldly aims were waiting for the moment when their dancing might catch the eye of a rich protector. (The older pupils had now grasped that many dancers were kept by lovers at court, and traded information about those who were rumoured to benefit most from the ‘secret’ passage at the Mariinsky which ran between the Grand Dukes’ box and the stage.)


Finally, by the spring of 1909, all that stood between Lydia's class and independence were their two graduation shows. These were the occasions on which their skills would be judged by a professional audience of teachers, critics, dancers and theatre management, and by which they would be ranked according to talent. Only eleven girls remained (the other two class members having been weeded out as unsuitable), and among them Lydia had two clear rivals: willowy Maria Piltz (who in 1913 would create the role of the Chosen One in Nijinsky's avant-garde ballet The Rite of Spring) and the technically prodigious Yelena Lukom (who would become one of St Petersburg's leading classical ballerinas).


From the formal graduation photograph that was taken of Lydia around this time, it is hard to get much sense of how she might have impressed her judges. Her pose for the camera is anonymously conventional and it is only in the curling, idiosyncratic placement of her fingers, close to her neck, that a scintilla of personal style appears. However, from a dry review of her first performance, at the school's own theatre on 23 March, it seems likely that Lydia's personality on stage had been striking – almost too striking. The critic of the St Petersburg Gazette had ticked off her technical points more or less approvingly: ‘a very nice-looking dancer … good pirouette [if ] still undeveloped pointes and not entirely correct port de bras’; but he had noted warningly that she had displayed a great deal of ‘selfconfidence’ and should ‘immediately begin to divert herself from over-emphasised affectation and mannerism’.16


The fact that this writer complained of similar flaws in the rest of Lydia's class suggests that he may have been taking a swipe at Fokine's unorthodox teaching methods, but Lydia was evidently chastened. By the second show, a much grander affair, held on 9 April at the Mariinsky, she had smoothed out the quirks of her performance sufficiently for the same critic to congratulate her stiffly on ‘a good tone and manner’,17 and a month later she was joining with the others in the graduation ceremony that would mark her final day as a pupil. Dressed for the first, and last, time at school in nonuniform frocks, as vain and excited as young brides, Lydia and her friends were presented at this ceremony with three critical tokens of passage. The first was a grant of 100 roubles to aid their transition to adult independence; the second was their final report (Lydia would have been relieved by hers – she was graded excellent or very good in all of her subjects). The third was official permission for all successful graduates to submit their petitions* for admittance to the Imperial Ballet.


Lydia had passed through the first stage of her professional destiny with distinction, and it was inevitable that when she embarked on her second stage, at the end of August, she would be conscious of a loss of status. At school she had been a privileged child performer, Fokine's show pupil, a beneficiary of the new radical spirit. Even after graduation she had been selected to perform in the short summer season held at Krasnoe Selo, the military camp just outside St Petersburg, for which she not only had been paid extra salary, but was also rewarded with a formal presentation to the Tsar and his wife, and given a gold watch bearing the Imperial crest. At the Mariinsky, however, Lydia was required to become a virtual nobody – an anonymous member of the corps de ballet working exhaustingly hard for minimal applause. During her first season alone, she not only had to learn the choreography for ten evening-length ballets and operas, but had to master the exacting discipline of dancing in line. The collective beauty of the corps de ballet (the massed chorus, or literally the body of the company) depends on thirty-six or forty-eight young women lifting their legs at the same angle, rounding their arms, jumping and even breathing in unison. In Lydia's new working life there was little call for the lively temperament or the piquant appearance that had made her a child star.
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Left: Lydia, friend of Lise (Liza), La Fille mal gardée (Vain Precautions), St Petersburg, 1909–10. Right: Lydia, Polovtsian Girl, Prince Igor, St Petersburg, 1909


Yet if she was physically drained by her new professional duties, she was not crushed by them. Within the humid, gossipy atmosphere of the juniors’ dressing room, Lydia's rattling high spirits brought her the same popularity that she had enjoyed at school; and there was another practical way, too, in which she established herself as a ring-leader among her peers. One of the ignominies of dancing at the very bottom of the Mariinsky hierarchy was the meagre allocation of ballet shoes sanctioned by management. Artists of Lydia's rank were required to eke out every pair until their blocked points had turned so soft and crumbling that, as she later claimed, ‘we could hardly stand on our toes’.18 Junior dancers used to look with envy at the senior ballerinas, who enjoyed the luxury of wearing two, even three pairs during a single performance. Anna Pavlova they regarded with particular awe for, as one of the Mariinsky's most fêted stars, she had a devoted following of admirers who kept her supplied with her favourite and very expensively crafted brand of Italian shoes. This collection of treasures was, as Lydia had discovered, stored in a large basket in Pavlova's dressing room, and she had the brainwave of masterminding a small gang of dancers to make raids on it during the ballerina's absence: ‘We did, what shall I say, a kind of stealing. We took out hers – never a new pair of course – in exchange for ours – so dreadfully worn out – which we put carefully at the bottom of her basket.’19 On stage, Pavlova was famous for her fragile lyricism; off stage she had a steely, implacable sense of her own status. To make an enemy of her was extremely dangerous, and Lydia had been entranced by the risk she was running: ‘It seemed nothing could have been naughtier.’20


Yet just as at school, Lydia was able to deflect attention from her misbehaviour by making model progress in class and on the stage. Determined to dance her way out of the corps at the earliest opportunity, she had signed up for additional study with her former teacher Cecchetti (who had returned from three years as ballet master in Warsaw to set up a private studio in St Petersburg), and her diligence was rewarded with some very small solo roles, including that of Miranda in Mikhail Fokine's baroque supernatural fantasy Le Pavillon d'Armide. As the heroine's confidante, Lydia had only a brief moment in the spotlight, but the role did have crucial political significance in re-establishing her as an official protégée of Fokine, and also in aligning her with the faction of dancers who were now regarded as the most dynamic, and magnetically controversial, element within the Mariinsky.


In the wake of the 1905–6 uprisings, the ballet company had split into two opposing camps, and a dancer's future could be strongly affected by where he or she was positioned. At the centre of one camp was Alexander Krupensky, the entrenched conservative who directed the St Petersburg office of the Imperial Theatres and who retained the allegiance of older dancers like Kschessinska. At the centre of the other was Fokine, who wielded far less power but was being tipped as the future choreographic voice of the company.


After Acis and Galatea, Fokine had gone on to create a string of new ballets, each of which he had attempted to choreograph in its own distinctive idiom. His 1907 ballet Eunice (based on Henryk Sienkiewicz's novel Quo Vadis) had featured an Egyptian-styled pas de trois, with flattened profile poses taken from ancient friezes and bas-reliefs; Chopiniana, his homage to early nineteenth-century Romanticism, had combined an ethereal ballet vocabulary with rousing folk dance. This quest for authenticity was radical enough for its time, but equally iconoclastic had been Fokine's mission to stage each ballet with a faithful attention to its setting – a notion utterly counter to the St Petersburg tradition, by which ballerinas came dressed in tutus, pointe shoes and jewellery irrespective of whether they were meant to be dancing in an Indian temple, a gothic palace or a Spanish plaza.


When Fokine set out to challenge this convention, he was courting trouble. His refusal to let Kschessinska parade her famous personal diamonds in one of his ballets earned him the ballerina's peevish enmity; his attempts to have the cast of Eunice perform with bare legs and feet attracted the disgusted wrath of the management, who reacted as if Fokine had wanted to parade his dancers naked. But Lydia recalled that if ‘the old people were staggered and shocked by the new life he gave to the ballet … we would watch from the wings with glistening eyes’.21 To be associated with Fokine was, for the younger dancers, to feel themselves at the vanguard of the profession – to be marked out as spirited, original and daring.


For Lydia, Fokine's charisma had been heightened, too, by the unprecedented triumph that he had enjoyed in Paris during the summer of 1909, when a season of his ballets had been performed at the city's Théâtre du Châtelet. For any Russian artist to gain the admiration of Paris was awe-inspiring, but almost as impressive to Lydia had been the fact that the impresario for Fokine's season had been Serge Diaghilev, known to her as one of the most fascinating and dangerous men operating within St Petersburg's cultural circles.


At this time it was hard to define the exact nature of Diaghilev's power. When he had first arrived in St Petersburg, fresh from his family's country estate near Perm, all his dreams had been of becoming a great composer. His talent for music, however, had turned out to be less significant than the encyclopaedic brilliance of his mind, the sureness of his aesthetic instincts and the pushiness of his ambitions. By 1898 he had become co-founder and co-editor of Mir iskusstva (The World of Art), a magazine promoting new Russian painting and the European avant-garde, and had already established himself as an arbiter of the St Petersburg art scene. Then, as assistant to the director of the Imperial Theatres, he had spread his influence into the heart of the theatrical establishment, where the full extent of his aspirations began to emerge. To the more old-fashioned members of the Imperial Directorate, Diaghilev's whole manner had presented itself as a provocation. Aggressively inquisitive about every aspect of the theatre business, he had turned up uninvited to rehearsals and meetings, where his black, hooded stare had seemed to penetrate unsettlingly into matters that did not concern him. Even his immaculately groomed appearance had been a challenge. Diaghilev was a dandy and, in a city where dress codes were minutely judged, he did not care who condemned him for it, as he twirled his trademark cane and drew elegant attention to the unusual silver streak that ran through his carefully combed and, later, carefully dyed black hair.


After two years these simmering conflicts of style had come to a head when Diaghilev was given control of a new staging of the ballet Sylvia. Rather than using the Mariinsky's in-house artists to design the production, he had chosen to commission the young painter Leon Bakst – his colleague on The World of Art. This brazen disregard for protocol had led to his dismissal and to an uneasy relationship with key members at court. But Diaghilev now had a bulldog grip on his own advancement. After having curated an historically successful exhibition of Russian portrait painting in St Petersburg, he began to reconfigure himself as a new breed of cultural entrepreneur, selling Russian art to the West.


He had long understood that the market existed: ‘Europe needs our youth and our spontaneity,’ he had boasted back in 1896; ‘we must show our all’.22 And in October 1906 he had gained permission to mount a huge retrospective of Russian painting at Paris's prestigious Salon d'Automne. The timing and the presentation had been perfect. The exhibition had ranged from old masters and icons to the new generation of painters, Bakst and Alexandre Benois; and to the Parisians it had appeared to distil the vast mysteriousness of Russian culture, its Slavic rituals and Asiatic brightness, its refined melancholy and its barbaric soul. The exhibition was declared a revelation, and over the next three years Diaghilev worked the city expertly. He brought over programmes of Russian music and opera, and in 1909 prepared to expose Paris to the new Russian ballet.


Diaghilev had been introduced to Fokine's work in St Petersburg by Benois and had seen its possibilities, but for Paris he knew it required better marketing. He wanted new sets and costumes designed by serious artists; he wanted ballets created to more challenging music. These ambitions would not come cheap (even allowing for subsidies donated by his Russian patrons, the 1909 season left Diaghilev in debt to his French promoter by 86,000 francs), but he was right to pin his hopes on their creating a sensation. The savage, warrior energy of Fokine's Polovtsian Dances, set by the painter Nicholas Roerich against a scorched Russian steppe and burnished sky, accompanied by the frenetic rhythms of Borodin; the hot Egyptian tableaux of Cléopâtre; the delicate, romantic poetry of Les Sylphides (a reworking of Chopiniana). For Paris these amounted to nothing less than a new dance form for the twentieth century.*


The Russian dancers were also greeted as the century's new stars, for Diaghilev and Fokine had chosen their debut company carefully. Their most exotic calling card was the twenty-year-old Vaslav Nijinsky (now Diaghilev's lover), whose marvellous jump, rising and hovering on invisible currents of air, was coupled with a rare gift for translating himself physically and emotionally into each role that he performed. Solidly built, with long, slanted eyes and flaring Slav cheekbones, Nijinsky could appear both feral and secretive, primitive and perfumed, and that summer he was fêted by Parisian critics as a ‘prodigy’, a ‘god of the dance’.


Diaghilev's ballerinas were also mobbed. Pavlova's haunting pallor and musical intelligence were hailed as a reincarnation of the great Romantic dancer Marie Taglioni; Karsavina's eloquently nuanced acting was adored – especially by Robert Brussel, critic of Le Figaro, who took to hanging around her, backstage, until Fokine had him thrown out of the theatre. Even the company's mime artist, Ida Rubinstein, was rarely out of the headlines. An electrifying beauty, Rubinstein possessed an infallible instinct for publicity, and that summer was to be seen drinking champagne out of lilies and parading through the city with a panther on a lead. Her panache impressed even Paris, which had as its exemplar the notorious Madame Rachilde, a society hostess who presided over her salons with a pair of rats named Kyrie and Eleison perched on her shoulders.


But the acclaim that Diaghilev and Fokine had won in Paris created trouble for them when they returned to St Petersburg. To the authorities at the Mariinsky, it seemed that the two men were acquiring threatening levels of influence over the company's artists; while among the dancers who had been excluded from the season there was resentment at the glory they had missed. During the following winter, rifts between what were labelled the ‘Imperialist camp’ and the ‘Diaghilev–Fokine camp’ turned bitterly political, and they became more so when it emerged that the latter were planning a second summer season, in Berlin, Paris and Brussels.


This was expected to be still more ambitious than the first, with the young composer Igor Stravinsky commissioned to write a new score for Fokine and a dance drama planned to Rimsky-Korsakov's Schéhérazade. But the atmosphere surrounding the season's preparations also became correspondingly fraught. Rumours began to fly that the upstart Diaghilev was losing more of his friends among the Grand Dukes, and threats were issued by management that anyone involved in the project would be sacked if it interfered with their scheduled performances at the Mariinsky. The aura of illicit activity only added to the glamour of those who had been summoned by Diaghilev and Fokine, and Lydia, of course, yearned to be one of them. Although she was not among the first group of dancers to be called to rehearsals, in April 1910 word did finally come to her that she was to be included in Diaghilev's corps de ballet.


The money she would earn was enough to make Lydia skittish with triumph. Even though she was to be promoted the next season to the rank of coryphée (midpoint between corps de ballet and solo artist) and would receive an extra 120 roubles a year, her fees for the Diaghilev season still came close to a full year's salary at the Mariinsky, for just six and a half weeks of work. In addition, she would be going to Paris – a city she had always dreamed of as a Mecca of style, its inhabitants dressed with ineffable chic, its shops stuffed with delicacies. So extreme were Lydia's expectations in fact that, in June, when she eventually stepped out of the train at the Gare du Nord, she fainted with emotion. To Bakst, who rushed to help her, she could only explain that she had been overcome by the ‘lovely sight’ of the station's soaring iron and glass magnificence.23


But another factor that was playing on Lydia's mind was a simple desire to get away from home. The Nevsky Prospekt flat had become additionally crowded since she had returned there from school, for while Fedor had been partially away from home, dancing a season in Moscow, Evgenia had recently married a student from the city's Engineering Institute, and she not only continued to live at home with him but also entertained his friends there. With everyone back in the flat for the holidays, there was no chance of privacy for Lydia, nor any escape from Vasili, whose presence was becoming increasingly hard to tolerate.


Karlusha, even though upset by the prospect of her impressionable daughter heading off to Europe for two months, may have sympathised with Lydia's desire to remove herself and she made no effort to stop her. Perhaps she was reassured by the fact that Evgenia had performed with Diaghilev the previous year and had come to no harm. Perhaps she consoled herself with the knowledge that Fedor would, coincidentally, be performing in Paris at the same time, with a small troupe of Russian dancers led by Nicolas Legat and Julie Sedova. He would surely be able to keep a watchful eye on his little sister and ensure that she returned home safely. In her worst imaginings Karlusha could not possibly have foreseen that when she hugged Lydia goodbye, fifteen years would pass before she would embrace her youngest daughter once more.
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*Theatre Street is now called Rossi Street after its architect.


*Lydia's other teacher, Stanislav Gillert, was less terrifying. She recalled him arriving at class ‘with a piece of cheese in his hand, as if we were mice’.


*The children were paid well for these appearances, with each dance role earning a fiftykopek fee, and speaking roles meriting one rouble and fifty kopeks per performance. These sums were entered into a notebook and paid out to parents at the end of the school year.


*Clara is called Marie in Russian productions.


*A newly drafted constitution allowed for freedom of speech and assembly, plus an elected government, but the Tsar's power was barely checked.


*Later Lydia would admit that while Fokine's teaching had been good for ‘creating images’, it had perhaps been less technically effective than his predecessors. Fyodor Lopukhov, To the Heart of Choreography, 2003 edn, p.157.


*This was a formality. All those who had survived the rigorous training of the Theatre School were acceptable as corps de ballet material. Occasionally, exceptional talents like Pavlova's were admitted into the company at the higher rank of coryphée.


*The Russians created a dramatic contrast to the inert state of French ballet, whose productions had largely deteriorated into a vapid recycling of choreographic formulae cynically designed to showcase the fine bosoms and pretty legs of its female dancers.











Chapter Three
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PARIS AND DIAGHILEV


It was at the Opéra that she made her remarkable leap from the ranks of the corps de ballet to the position of a recognised ballerina who was the talk of the ballet correspondents. Paris was abuzz: a new star had been born.


FEDOR LOPUKHOV1


On the day that Lydia left St Petersburg, she had no more reason than her mother to doubt that she would return, and had formed no ambitions beyond enjoying the adventure that lay ahead. She had barely been out of the city before, and the huge cross-continental train on which she was travelling was an engrossing novelty to her, with its leather-embossed walls and brocade seats, its ingeniously compact washrooms and rattling speeds. Outside the windows, she could watch her dream of Europe approaching: dense stretches of fir and silver birch turning into lush, speckled farmland; wooden houses and onion-domed churches being replaced by stone and spires. During the long journey, as Lydia admired the scenery, gossiped with her friends, played cards and imagined the wonders of Paris to come, she was no different from any of the other excited teenagers in the corps. It was only after the company arrived in Berlin that she gained some inkling of how this trip would single her out for a different future.



OEBPS/images/dollar.jpg





OEBPS/images/p34.jpg





OEBPS/images/p41.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
JUDITH MACKRELL

‘Lydia Lopokova ...
one of the last century’s
“true originals”™’

Sunday Times






OEBPS/images/logo.gif
xxxxxxx





OEBPS/images/p29.jpg





OEBPS/images/chap.jpg
Z
S





OEBPS/images/p51.jpg





OEBPS/images/tit.jpg





OEBPS/images/p30.jpg





OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/p06.jpg





