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To John



	
				
			Preface

			Book-Cadillac Hotel

			Detroit, Michigan

			Dec. 6th 1939

			My Dearest One,

			What a lovely surprise your cable was, as I had no idea you knew the date of my birthday, also many thanks for your sweet letter. 

			Please don’t be offended with me but the New York Season was so hectic & so much extra work that I was unable to see any of the people you told to look me up, but will try & see them when I return in the Spring. We are well on tour now & leave here for Cincinatti [sic] tomorrow. Shall be in Chicago for Xmas, Auditorium Theatre until Jan. 3rd, Seattle, Washington Music Hall Jan.18th, San Francisco Opera House Jan. 30th–Feb. 4th, Los Angeles Philharmonic Auditorium Feb. 9th–19th. Do let me hear from you & please send me a nice photograph to keep with me darling. 

			Life must be very depressing & trying at the moment, the papers here make things seem terrible & I try not to read them as it makes me so unhappy & homesick. Cheer up & keep faith as things must be alright [sic] in the end. We are doing wonderful business everywhere & I am enjoying great success. I know you will be pleased. Thinking of you my darling & only wish you were with me. My loving wishes for a happy Xmas & New Year.

			With much love,

			Alicia

			P.S. When’s your birthday dear?

			Write c/o Hurok,

			30 Rockefeller Plaza, N.Y.

			In 1937, Alicia Markova fell in love with Stanley Burton, the recipient of that letter. The 26-year-old dancer was already the most celebrated British ballerina in the world. Her equally smitten beau was a charming 23-year-old businessman from a wealthy Leeds family known for arts philanthropy.

			Then came the war. Though Markova wished to remain in London to be close to her family and loved ones, she was under contract to dance in America with the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo. If she refused to honor that commitment, the company’s manager Sol Hurok threatened a lawsuit that would have prevented her from performing anywhere in the world. Since Markova’s widowed mother and three sisters counted on her income for support, she had little choice. She needed to earn a living.

			So on September 29, 1939, Alicia Markova set sail from Southampton, England bound for New York on the S.S. Washington—one of the last American ships to make the crossing before the German bombings of London began. As soon as she was safely in her stateroom, the frightened ballerina wrote to Burton on shipboard stationery:

			Dearest One,

			Thanks so much for your letter & sweet telegrams.

			God knows what the trip will be like. We had to stand for 4 hours in a line for passport examination before we arrived on here. Five people in the cabin! Well I must keep cheery. 

			My Love,

			Alicia

			Burton entered the British Royal Air Force (RAF), and the two wrote back and forth throughout the war.

			Furnished Apartments All Service

			Apartmentos Azteca

			Hamburgo 29

			Mexico City, Mexico

			May 8, 1942

			My Darling,

			We arrived here yesterday after a very long & trying journey from N.Y. I felt fine yesterday but I woke up with an awful cold this morning. We begin rehearsals today & open our season here on Monday 11th. Do you realize dearest that apart from your cable I haven’t heard from you since your last letter early in December? Do try & write to me more often as I still feel the same about you & get very sad & lonely when I don’t hear. 

			When do you think we shall see each other again? I hope soon, although things seem so impossible. My contract with Ballet Theatre takes me until September 1943. If only this war would end I would fly back at once. You quite understand dear that the only reason I remain here is that I can earn more money over here to send back to the family than I could in England at the moment. I long to settle down & have a home again. This travelling & hotel rooms is beginning to drive me crazy. I am sorry my darling. I mustn’t complain so much to you, when I think what you must have gone through it makes me feel quite ashamed. I will write again after we open. Until then.

			All my Love

			Alicia

			P.S. I hope your family are all well.

			Markova didn’t return home again until 1948. By that time, Burton had met and married a woman named Audrey Solomon. Though the famous ballerina never publicly discussed or named anyone she was romantically involved with, she atypically reminisced about her lost love to a London newspaper reporter ten years later:

			“I’m rather lonely,” she confessed in her Knightsbridge flat. “It is my sole regret—that I have never married.

			“But I came so near to it. There was a man… .”

			She paused and I waited while her memory slipped back two decades.

			“He was very fond of me. I loved him too. It seemed certain that we would marry. Then the war came.

			“I was in America. I did not return until the war was over.”

			She sighed. “People don’t wait all their lives for you, do they? Perhaps, it was my destiny that I should not marry. I’m philosophical. Since that time, the demands of my career have always been great … so great.”

			—Reynold’s News, London, 1958

			Alicia Markova never did marry. Oh, there were men in her life, some famous enough to make for gossip-column fodder. She received several marriage proposals as well—at least two from multi-millionaires. But work always came first, making any committed relationship impossible.

			When asked about the subject of marriage and children in a 1960 radio interview, Markova responded slowly: “I think in life, after all, we’re not meant to have everything. When we realize perhaps we must sacrifice something, then I came to the conclusion that maybe this is the sacrifice I have to make … I feel one mustn’t be greedy. I have many things to be thankful to God for.”

			Stanley and Audrey Burden had a long and happy marriage, with Markova remaining close to both of them throughout her life. Stanley saved all of Markova’s love letters, and at some point after she returned home to England for good, he gave them all back—perhaps for posterity. They were found filed away with old newspaper clippings, buried in the roomy London flat Markova shared with her sister Doris. Now the letters are part of an astounding collection of material entrusted to Boston University’s Howard Gotlieb Archival Research Center in Massachusetts. 

			Markova began sending her professional materials to the prestigious Gotlieb Center in 1995 when she was eighty-four years old, but the most personal items (including many revelatory letters) weren’t made available until after her death in 2004. There would be 137 boxes in all—including journals, diaries, newspaper and magazine clippings, radio and television interviews, manuscripts, photographs, musical scores, costumes, keepsakes, and a lifetime of personal correspondence with some of the most famous ballet and arts luminaries of the 20th century. 

			The woman saved everything, from the mundane (a decades-old insurance bill for a fur coat) to the highly personal, including a poignant letter from Frederick Ashton despairing at the great success of lesser choreographers as he fought valiantly for recognition in “a cruel & frustrating war for me … I am getting on & have wasted 4 years of precious life & time.”

			

			I knew nothing about Alicia Markova before volunteering to help catalog her personal papers and belongings. As a longtime fashion/features/arts writer for The Boston Globe and numerous other publications, I became interested in Boston University’s Gotlieb Center through its vivacious director, Vita Paladino. 

			Vita hired me to research and write introductory biographies of many famous collectees, from award-winning authors and war correspondents to celebrated film actresses and big band leaders. Many had overcome personal tragedies or societal prejudices to achieve their hard-won success, with each life story both unique and compelling.

			While I worked on the project, Vita asked if I might also be interested in taking on the preliminary organizational archiving of a recent acquisition. 

			I would. 

			How about ballet dancer Dame Alicia Markova?

			My first reaction was, isn’t she Russian? Though my Odessa-born grandmother once tried to teach me the Cyrillic alphabet, I wouldn’t be able to translate a word of the language. As it happened, I was confusing Markova with the Russian ballerina Natalia Makarova. 

			I soon learned that many people assumed Markova was Russian. Sergei Diaghilev had changed her name: “Who would pay to see Alicia Marks?” he had told her. The title “Dame” should have been an instant tip-off. Alicia Markova was British and the most famous ballerina of her generation. 

			I have loved ballet since childhood. Growing up in New York and later living in Boston, I had seen Baryshnikov as the Nutcracker, Fonteyn and Nureyev in Romeo and Juliet, and practically every illustrious company performing in those cities, from The Royal Ballet to the Bolshoi. Maya Plisetskaya’s Dying Swan is still etched vividly in my memory.

			Having a lifelong interest in modern art, I am also well versed in Diaghilev and Ballets Russes lore, especially the Russian impresario’s genius in hiring the likes of Picasso, Matisse, Derain, and Miró (collaborating with Max Ernst, no less) as costume and set designers. Even Coco Chanel had worked with Diaghilev. 

			Markova, I soon learned, was Diaghilev’s “baby ballerina”—the youngest dancer ever to be accepted into his Ballets Russes. She had just turned fourteen and was as timid as she was small. Many rare photographs and performance programs from those times are part of the dancer’s archives. There were even rumors of an original Picasso drawing buried somewhere in the collection. (It was actually a Matisse.) 

			That all sounded exciting enough, but nothing prepared me for Alicia Markova’s astonishing life story laid bare in her archives. Here was a woman far ahead of her times who overcame seemingly insurmountable odds with grace, determination, and an unflagging spirit of adventure. Markova’s career is as improbable as it is remarkable. 

			In pre-World War I England, a frail, exotic looking Jewish girl—so shy she barely spoke a word until age six and so sickly she needed to be homeschooled—turned herself into a superstar and became the most famous ballerina in the world. 

			How famous? She guest-hosted Sid Caesar’s Your Show of Shows, appeared on stage with Bob Hope and Buddy Holly and the Crickets, and had her own radio program. She was the subject of comic strips, crossword puzzles, and trading cards. Celebrated artists asked to paint her and Vogue made her a fashion icon. She was hired as an advertising spokesperson for everything from chocolates and potatoes (yes, potatoes) to shoes and cigarettes (though she didn’t smoke). Her name alone could sell out a 30,000-seat auditorium—for ballet!

			Markova appealed to both the opening-night glitterati and everyday people who had never seen ballet before her. There was even a racehorse named after her (the filly won a key race at 8 to 1 odds).

			Markova was a workhorse herself, devoting every waking hour to perfecting her craft. She had a hardscrabble upbringing and a zealous drive to succeed. 

			In a radio tribute, good friend Laurence Olivier spoke of Markova’s being “nicknamed affectionately ‘The Dynamo,’—and understandably,” he explained admiringly. “When you think she danced at least one act of a great classic ballet, and then a divertissement, and finale, every night of the week and twice on Saturdays—an unknown thing nowadays, and I’m sure would be considered impossible, because she didn’t do it just for a short season, but for a number of years.”

			She not only pioneered British ballet—two of the three companies she helped launch are still in existence today—but she dared to go off on her own, becoming the first “free agent” ballerina, and the most widely traveled dancer of her era. She performed in parts of the world that had never seen ballet at all, let alone one of its greatest practitioners.

			As the London News Chronicle reported in 1955:

			She is to the dance what Menuhin is to music, but unlike the violinist, she has no competitors in her field, for all the other leading ballerinas, from Fonteyn to Ulanova, work in the framework of established companies.

			Indeed, it seems as though Markova may be the last of her kind—the “rebel” dancer who is prepared to carry the full responsibility for her career on her own delicate shoulders.

			Markova believed firmly in ballet for everyone, not just the elite. To that end, she not only performed in the world’s grandest theaters with the most prestigious ballet companies, but also in more accessible popular venues, such as music halls, high school gymnasiums, and even a boxing ring. Though she flew on stage, she was down-to-earth once off, and it made her much loved by the public. 

			Several male impresarios, choreographers, and dance partners didn’t share those sentiments. Markova’s fierce independence and high artistic standards drove them crazy. Many needed her name to sell tickets, but bristled at giving her any personal control. Didn’t she know ballerinas were supposed to be seen and not heard? Actually Markova was neither when it came to practicing, something she always did alone. She also never joined the company in daily classes, choosing instead to pay for private lessons. Markova wanted no distractions and this solitary endeavor gave rise to the myth that she rarely practiced at all, which was far from the truth.

			Women in the dance world admired Markova’s fortitude, among them Dame Margot Fonteyn, who said Markova “always remained my ideal and my idol.”

			Choreographers found her skills and determination a marvel. George Balanchine, Mikhail Fokine, Frederick Ashton, Léonide Massine, Jerome Robbins, Bronislava Nijinska, and Antony Tudor all created roles specifically for Markova. She was an invaluable muse to many.

			Markova had to overcome poverty, sexism, anti-Semitism, and not being considered “pretty” enough to succeed. She was proud of her religion, which almost ended her career, and would become the world’s first openly Jewish prima ballerina assoluta—the highest (and rarest) rank of a classical female dancer. And though often urged to have her prominent nose surgically “bobbed” to conform to conventional standards of beauty, Markova steadfastly refused. Compare that decision to one by Margot Fonteyn—who was both Catholic and very pretty. Upon being told by a famous choreographer that she was starting to look Jewish, the established ballerina immediately had her nose done over—an unfortunately botched surgery. 

			The Gotlieb Center archival materials offer many clues to what motivated Markova to always push on. Certainly her personal letters are a treasure trove, but so too are the countless scrapbooks of press clippings over the years. Markova was unusually open and candid with reporters. 

			Examined sequentially, the newspaper interviews demonstrate how the timid young dancer turned into a marketing genius, managing the media and her image with an uncanny flair. I’ve included many excerpts of news stories and performance reviews throughout the book. They illuminate not only much about the ballerina, but also the times in which she lived.

			And then there is all that correspondence—boxes and boxes of it. While it was fun to read a charming note of thanks from Princess Diana or a Cecil Beaton luncheon invitation to dine with famed fashion designer Elsa Schiaparelli, it is the personal letters from the great dancers, choreographers, and impresarios in Markova’s career that are the most revelatory. What a tale they tell of ego, flattery, hubris, and manipulation. The letters from Anton Dolin, Markova’s most frequent dance partner and lifelong “friend,” are positively Machiavellian.

			Then there are the letters between Markova’s sisters—Doris, who served as her personal manager and travel companion for many years, and Vivienne, who shared their London apartment. Doris’s descriptions of horrendous stage conditions, unscrupulous managers, and Markova’s increasing health problems are alternately disturbing and confounding. What drove the ballerina to keep up such a grueling, self-chosen life?

			Markova clearly valued her friends, saving so many of their letters. She was obviously a good friend herself, judging from all the thank-you notes. She apparently never forgot birthdays or opening nights and made sure her gifts and flowers were delivered wherever her fellow artists were performing all over the world. 

			And she seemingly knew everyone. In addition to all the ballet luminaries of her time, Markova’s address books are filled with a veritable Who’s Who of the arts world, among them performers Charlie Chaplin, Laurence Olivier, and Gene Kelly, composer Igor Stravinsky, modern artist Marc Chagall, and pianists Arthur Rubinstein and Liberace—yes, Liberace! 

			Markova clearly valued letters from everyday fans—especially children and soldiers—all of which she saved and personally answered. A letter from a grateful solider during the war was in the same file as a jolly note from Noel Coward. People were people to Markova. She was enormously compassionate, always taking time to visit local ballet schools and fledgling companies to teach wherever she traveled, and devoting much time and money to numerous charities over the years.

			But while Markova loved her public—she would spend hours signing autographs—she hated big parties, never getting over her shyness in a roomful of strangers. She could be great fun one moment, and severely depressed another, often retreating to her hotel room to read a book and listen to music alone. Markova herself was anything but an open book.

			It is a very strange thing to read through all of someone’s private papers, even if you have permission to do so. I had the pleasure of visiting Markova’s sister Vivienne at her home in Bath, England. As lovely as she appeared in younger days, the sole surviving “Marks girl” is delighted to have her exceptional sister remembered anew.

			While reviewing one of Markova’s business files from the late 1950s, I came across an unsigned letter in her handwriting on Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, London stationery. Perhaps it was jotted down in her dressing room one evening, and then tucked inside her work papers. It is uncharacteristic and heartbreaking. Though she was a superstar to the world, Alicia Markova was only human.

			March 24, 1958

			Dear God,

			I offer you my heartfelt thanks for giving me the power & strength to live and dance through the last two years. Since Rio, I have suffered such constant pain at times it has been almost unbearable. No one will ever know how much I have suffered mentally & physically. Only due to my faith in thee and the feeling that I must try & accomplish as much as possible to help people and make them happy (as time is limited for me) has kept me going.

			Thank you dear God for helping me to live a good life and one that I could be proud of. I only regret that all the truth & knowledge I have acquired in my art & otherwise will be of little use as so few people seem to want it… . There is nothing here on earth to make me feel I want to stay so I am ready to leave at anytime.

			Alicia Markova was forty-seven years old when she wrote that letter—still an in-demand performer and celebrity. She danced professionally for another four and a half years and lived to the age of ninety-four.
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			Another Pavlova

			Today Alicia Markova is not only the greatest English dancer, but one of the finest living exponents of the classic ballet. Giselle and Odette (The Swan Lake) are her most remarkable creations.

			Ever since childhood Markova has been compared with Pavlova; this is a great distinction, but also a heavy onus, and there are very few dancers, indeed, who would not crumble under it. Markova remains unimpaired and holds her own ground. This is a great achievement.

			—“America Meets a New Ballerina in Alicia Markova” 
Dance News, 1938, Anatole Chujoy

			Few who saw Alicia Markova dance ever forgot the experience. Her technical bravura was astonishing. Her tiniest movement could break your heart. But it was her buoyancy—appearing to ever so slowly float through the air—that truly confounded and mesmerized audiences. And she did it all so effortlessly. 

			Sharing the stage with Markova, fellow dancers were stupefied. How was it possible that she never breathed heavily, perspired, or made a sound when she landed? Not even the softest thud. It was a point of pride with her. 

			At the Ballets Russes, Sergei Diaghilev insisted that the best ballerinas made as little noise as possible. More than anything, his youngest-ever prodigy wanted to please him, so Markova learned to dance silently.

			“If Markova springs like a winged fairy, she comes to the ground just as lightly,” wrote British dance critic Cyril Beaumont, “noiselessly in fact, always passing—ball, sole, heel—through the whole of the supporting foot. Of how many ballerine can that be said?”

			Maybe she had some help from the size of her feet—only 4½ American (2½ British). They were so tiny that insurance companies refused to insure them. “The risk was too great,” they said. Markova’s foot anomaly also put them off. Her big toes were almost twice as long as the others. So when Markova danced en pointe, she supported her entire body on just one toe.

			“Her weight had to be poised with absolute accuracy on the very center of the large toe,” wrote a reporter closely observing the ballerina rehearse. “The slightest deviation could throw her off balance, cause wobbling and put strain on the muscles.” But ask anyone who ever saw Markova dance. She never wobbled.

			For choreographers, Markova was like a gift from the gods. She had a phenomenal memory not only for every step she ever danced, but for every balletic move she had ever seen. Moreover, she could do virtually anything that was asked of her. George Balanchine was in awe that at age thirteen, Markova could already execute supremely athletic step sequences formerly danced only by men.

			But it was that ability to fly through the air that truly set her apart. Not soar—like Peter Pan or Rudolf Nureyev—just defy gravity for as long as she liked. “I saw her in Les Sylphides making her airborne entrance for the pas de deux,” wrote British dance critic Jane Simpson, “and it was quite clear, even to an already cynical spectator, that only her partner’s restraining hands were stopping her from flying away.”

			It was otherworldly—an ethereal quality that made her the quintessential ghostly spirit of Giselle. Audience members would gasp, cry, and pinch one another. “Did we really just see that?” they’d whisper. And her fans came back again and again—even people who cared little for ballet—as if they were watching a magic show and trying to figure out the secrets of each trick. 

			“The more you see her the more you value her,” wrote New York Herald Tribune dance critic Edwin Denby, someone who did care deeply about ballet. “[I]n every department of classic technique she is flawless. And she has all the peculiarities of physical structure that ballet enthusiasts gloat about—like the overlong arms, the lateral overmobility in the hip joint, the outward set of the arms, and of course the fabulously high arch—all of which add to the poignancy of the gesture because you seem to be seeing what is impossible to do. And she holds your eye on her. Not that she is sexy; she is very proper, but you watch her as intently as if you were perturbed.”

			Offstage Markova was just as intriguing—reserved, yet engaged; soft-spoken, but humorous and accessible; plain-featured, yet glamorous. What was going on behind those large dark eyes, one wondered? That air of mystery became one of her greatest assets on stage.

			“Who Markova is, nobody knows,” wrote Denby when reviewing her starring role in Antony Tudor’s heartrending Romeo & Juliet. “What you see on the stage is the piece she performs, the character she acts. She shows you, as only the greatest actresses do, a completely fascinating impersonation, completely fascinating because you recognize a heroine of your imagination who finds out all about vanity and love and authority and death. You watch her discover them.” Denby deemed Markova “one of the most poetic dancers of our times.”

			Those opinions were shared by many noteworthy critics, with laudatory reviews of Markova’s performances awash in superlatives. She is “the perfect epitome of the classical ballerina,” wrote the all-powerful dance critic of The New York Times, John Martin, and “probably the greatest ballet dancer who ever lived.” 

			High praise indeed.

			Another world-class ballerina, and Markova’s closest lifelong friend, was the exquisite dancer Alexandra Danilova. Here was someone who really did know the offstage Markova as a living, breathing human being with a rollicking sense of humor and boatloads of insecurities. Markova was no supernatural creature of great mystery to Danilova. Nevertheless, she too only saw Markova’s illusory qualities onstage. 

			I once asked the great Russian-American prima ballerina Alexandra Danilova what the difference would be between a very fine dancer—a soloist—and a real ballerina—it was to be a definition of the word “ballerina.” She thought a moment, her eyes lit up and in her heavy accent she said, “Ah, Ballet is Giselle. Door of cottage open. Pretty young soloist come out. You happy and you say ‘I hope she do well.’ Another performance. Is also Giselle. Door open. Alicia Markova step out. She not danced yet. One step only, but you sigh and say, ’Ah! Ballerina!’ You do not ask, you know. She is star. She shine.” 

			—Walter Terry, dance critic for 
The New York Herald Tribune

			And she shined right from the start. In the 1930s, American choreographer/dancer Agnes de Mille and British prima ballerina Margot Fonteyn were ballet-school pupils in London. Along with the other students, they were completely riveted while watching Markova rehearse. Barely out of her teens, she was already the city’s reigning star ballerina. 

			Markova was “both my inspiration and my despair,” recalled Fonteyn, “because I could see equally clearly my vision of the ideal ballerina and the absolute impossibility that I myself could ever, ever resemble this tiny, ethereal being.” 

			Agnes de Mille never lost her fascination with Markova, writing about her often:

			Always about her there was an aroma of sadness, a hint of death in the moment of consummated effort. This was her Jewish heritage, as it was Anna Pavlova’s who made her worldwide reputation with a dance of death, the “Dying Swan.” … 

			Although English (born Lilian Alicia Marks), she was in face and body astonishingly like the Russian Pavlova—the same black-and-white beauty, the same serene brow, the dark, burning eye, the precise, patient mouth, the swanlike neck.

			Ah yes, the inevitable comparison with Pavlova. It would happen again and again throughout Markova’s career. Her likeness to the revered Russian dancer beckoned choreographers, beguiled the press, and gave continuity to the ballet world. When Pavlova died unexpectedly of pleurisy in 1931, hopeful eyes turned to the twenty-year-old Alicia Markova. It was both flattering and burdensome. Anna Pavlova was the most worshipped dancer of her time.

			Agnes de Mille was a firsthand witness to Pavlova’s enthralling stage presence and fame, recounting, “… her name was synonymous with the art—Pavlova, the Incomparable, was an internationally known slogan. She was as famous as Caruso and her position as unique. No one today approaches her power over the popular imagination. She half-hypnotized audiences, partaking almost of the nature of divinity.”

			But de Mille added, “I have seen two dancers as great or greater since.” Alicia Markova was one of them. Anna Pavlova and her ghost would play an enormous role in the creation of her career, both literally and figuratively. 

			It was after seeing Pavlova dance and meeting one-on-one with the Russian star that nine-year-old Lilian Alicia Marks decided to dedicate her life to ballet. And when prejudice against Markova’s Jewish faith and Semitic looks almost ended her career in England, it was her uncanny resemblance to Pavlova that inspired choreographer Frederick Ashton to hire her. Finally, for the London press, the constant comparison proved to the world that a British ballet dancer could be as talented as a Russian. 

			And there was so much the two ballerinas had in common, far more in fact than was commonly known. Both were Jewish—although Pavlova kept that a secret for fear it would end her career, whereas Markova wore her heritage proudly—with dark hair, very pale skin, and exotic, non-classical features.

			Both were delicate and frail as opposed to the more robust muscular dancers of the time—such as celebrated prima ballerinas Matilda Kschessinska and Alexandra Danilova—with long torsos and arms, slender legs, and very thin ankles. This added to their vaporous stage presence, with a bird-like quality of seeming to hover mid-air without any noticeable exertion. And each was considered as fine an actress as a dancer, infusing classical roles with a stirringly emotive expressiveness.

			Pavlova and Markova were also very small and sickly at birth—the former delivered two months premature, the latter at risk of dying along with her mother. They would both suffer through numerous childhood illnesses, some quite serious, such as scarlet fever and diphtheria. Once the leading cause of death in children, diphtheria was highly contagious, requiring immediate isolation. Having no siblings, Pavlova was nursed at home in the Russian countryside, her mother taking in laundry to support them. But ten-year-old Alicia Marks was quarantined in a special hospital ward where diphtheria patients often remained for several months. As her temperature soared, there were fears of heart damage or even permanent paralysis. Adding to the child’s misery, the lengthy recuperation meant a lost opportunity to dance with the Ballets Russes.

			Fortunately, both children completely healed in time, but their similar bone-thin physiques endured. The wispy delicacy of frame they had in common helped create a transcendental elusive quality on stage that always held audiences in thrall. 

			But of all the people who delighted in comparing the two dancers, no one was happier about their extraordinary likeness than Markova’s mother, Eileen Marks—a ballet fan, who from the moment she discovered she was pregnant, wanted nothing more for her unborn child than she be another Pavlova.

			

			In 1910, legendary ballerina Anna Pavlova made her first appearance on a London stage. Like Isadora Duncan, who caused a worldwide sensation when she introduced free-form modern dance to Europe in the early 1900s, the Russian iconoclast didn’t fit the mold of a traditional classical dancer. Emphasizing expression in her movements over proper academic technique, Pavlova brought a natural spontaneity to what was then a rigidly controlled art form.

			Not surprisingly, many of her peers disapproved. Audiences, however, felt differently. Just one year earlier, “La Pavlova” had drawn worshipful crowds in Paris while performing with Sergei Diaghilev’s stellar Ballets Russes, earning press notices as sublime as her sometime partner, the incomparable Vaslav Nijinsky. At age twenty-nine, Anna Pavlova was one of the most celebrated dancers in the world, with legions of ardent fans. In her hometown of St. Petersburg, they proudly called themselves Pavlovtzi.

			Needless to say, tickets for the star’s London debut were in great demand, so 21-year-old Eileen Marks was very excited she would be attending. The pretty Irish-born newlywed had been to the Ballet of the Empire Theatre many times to see their classical Danish prima ballerina, the enchanting Adeline Genée. But this was Anna Pavlova!

			The young Mrs. Marks was excited for other reasons as well. She was madly in love with her 21-year-old husband, Jewish mining engineer Arthur Marks. The former Eileen Mary Barry had even converted to Orthodox Judaism to be his wife—adding the Hebrew name of Ruth to her own—despite her strict Catholic convent upbringing and family disapproval on both sides. But that had all been smoothed over, with more good news to follow: the blissful bride had conceived on her honeymoon at the Metropole Hotel in Brighton. In December, she would give birth to the first of the couple’s four daughters, Lilian Alicia. Seeing Anna Pavlova dance was just icing on the wedding cake.

			Though one would have expected a dancer of Pavlova’s renown to perform at the very grand Royal Opera House in Covent Garden, as Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes would the following year, she was booked instead at a popular music hall, the Palace Theatre of Varieties. More shocking—especially to ballet patrons of today—the bill included Arley’s Athletic Dogs and a film of former U.S. President Teddy Roosevelt at a British East Africa Big Game Shooting Expedition. Guns, somersaulting dogs, and toe shoes were a decidedly odd mix, but one that perfectly suited Pavlova’s mission—later shared by Alicia Markova—to bring ballet to the masses. 

			Never mind the eclectic program. When Pavlova took to the stage to perform The Dying Swan—her signature role choreographed by Ballets Russes visionary Mikhail Fokine—the audience sat motionless and entranced, especially the starry-eyed Eileen Marks of Finsbury Park. She could recall every detail of Pavlova’s performance even decades later. 

			“What was it about Pavlova that so captivated you?” a newspaper reporter asked Mrs. Marks for a feature story on her now-famous daughter. “The lithe, slim figure danced across the stage, the essence of beauty, of lightness, of grace,” Eileen replied. “She seemed to defy the laws of gravity as she floated through the air.” 

			One has to wonder if that reporter embellished Eileen’s remarks just a little. He certainly continued the story with breathless prose: 

			The mother-to-be sat in the auditorium. She was leaning forward. The classic grace of the figure on the stage had carried her right away. With bated breath, she watched every movement, her whole body thrilling to those lovely, easy-moving steps. And from her lips there came a whispered prayer—a prayer that her child should be a girl and should grow up to be a great dancer like Pavlova.

			Though seemingly one of those too-good-to-be-true tales concocted by a public relations manager or the media, the story was in fact accurate. Eileen Marks had longed for a daughter as talented as Pavlova, and was quite vocal about it to family and friends. She had actually wanted to become a performer herself while growing up as one of seven sisters in County Cork, Ireland—but not as a dancer.

			As Markova’s younger sister Doris Barry revealed:

			Mother was quite a talented singer. She used to sing and act at parties occasionally, and once George Edwardes [a famous English theatrical manager/producer who occasionally worked with Pavlova] heard her and offered her an engagement. But her family frowned on the stage as a professional career and she had to refuse it.

			I suppose her talent did provide a hereditary influence in some way. But there was a more positive one in Alicia’s case. For my mother always said, after she had to turn down that offer, that she would have a daughter who would dance like Pavlova.

			She used to go and watch Pavlova at every opportunity. Later, when we were children, she took us too. And Alicia fulfilled mother’s dream. Two medical text-books have quoted her case as an example of prenatal influence.

			And there was yet another prescient tale passed along to the Marks girls. When newly pregnant with Alicia, Eileen accompanied her husband to Cairo, Egypt, where he was working as a consulting engineer on the recently constructed Aswan Dam. As the story goes, the lovebirds were taking a romantic moonlight stroll in view of the Sphinx when Eileen suddenly patted her belly and whispered to her husband, “I often pray it will be a girl—and like Pavlova, even if she can dance only a quarter as well.”

			Talk about foreshadowing! Little Lily, as she was called early on, would acquire the nickname Sphinx in childhood for being mysteriously silent and remarkably composed. She was also strangely taken with Egypt at a young age, never tiring of playing Alexandre Luigini’s Ballet Egyptien on the wind-up gramophone, even choreographing a dance to it complete with an elaborate Sphinx-illustrated program. But more importantly, Markova’s future career would forever be inextricably linked to Anna Pavlova, whom she would so closely come to resemble. 

			

			It had been love at first sight when eight-year-old Anna Pavlova accompanied her mother to see Marius Petipa’s sumptuous new production of The Sleeping Beauty in 1890 (later re-titled The Sleeping Princess by Diaghilev, and would have that name until 1944, when it was changed back to Beauty). Attending the matinee was a special treat for the pair, as the family could barely afford tickets. “You are going to enter fairyland,” her mother told her, and she was right.

			Boasting a glorious score by Russian composer Pyotr Tchaikovsky, the ballet was majestically staged and costumed at St. Petersburg’s Maryinsky Theatre. The Imperial Ballet always put on a visually stunning spectacle. The company was famous for it.

			Lead dancers in the production included the Italian star Enrico Cecchetti, creator of the internationally revered Cecchetti method of ballet training, still in use today. The Maestro, as he was later called, would personally teach it to both Pavlova and Markova in the coming years. 

			The Sleeping Princess was the longest of Tchaikovsky’s ballets, with the original 1890 production lasting four full hours. For the intoxicated Anna, it wasn’t long enough. When the curtain finally came down, she decided she had found her true calling. (Coincidentally, seeing Pavlova on stage would arouse the same ardor in Markova when she was the same age twenty-nine years later.) 

			Anna’s mother was pleased that her daughter had been so taken with the performance, but was caught off guard by the child’s incessant begging for dance lessons. Lyubov Fedorovna Pavlova let a few weeks pass, but Anna continued pleading. She longed to be a ballerina and dance on the Maryinsky stage. Eventually, her mother capitulated. 

			With great difficulty, Lyubov arranged for an interview at the Imperial Ballet School in Moscow; but when the eight-year-old was deemed too young and weak for their rigorous classes, Anna became despondent. She wouldn’t even be allowed to audition until age ten. 

			That left plenty of time for a girl in a family of modest means to forget all about the ballet. Anna was an only child, described as obedient and docile. She loved her bucolic country home outside St. Petersburg and spent hours play-acting in the forest. She’ll move on, thought her mother.

			But Anna didn’t move on and, upon turning ten, once again pleaded to be taken for an audition. Though her family could never have funded years of extensive dance training, the Imperial Ballet School was run by the state, so classes, room, and board were free to all students.

			Despite fierce competition—seven or eight chosen out of a hundred-plus applicants—and concerns about Anna’s slight, fragile physique, there was something so graceful and intriguing about this little girl’s movements and her serious demeanor that she was accepted. 

			Some thirty-odd years later, Alicia Marks would give a similar impression in her audition before Sergei Diaghilev and his ballet master, Serge Grigoriev. “The child certainly danced well, but was extremely thin and under-developed physically; and though we both thought her promising, I could not imagine how we could possibly use her,” Grigoriev later recalled. But Diaghilev had the final word. “We’ll give her a chance to grow and study … then we’ll see.”

			

			Despite her mother’s prenatal dreams and predilections, Lilian Alicia Marks never uttered a word of enthusiasm for ballet as a little girl. In fact, she barely spoke at all. 

			“I was interested in most things around me. I just didn’t speak much,” Markova remembered. “I was very observant and listened a lot, but they were quite worried about me because I was so silent.”

			But Markova was also independent. She remembers herself as “silent, but not unsociable… . I used to visit our neighbors, wandering off by the time I was three and four to pay calls on them, and not necessarily to families with young children of my own age with whom I could play, but to grown-ups who welcomed me, and who would read stories to me.”

			When it came time for the six-year-old to enter school and she still wasn’t talking, Lily’s concerned parents took her to see a doctor. He assured them there was nothing really wrong, as their daughter was quite bright, well behaved and happy, but he recommended homeschooling until she became more vocal. Since Eileen had already hired full-time Irish governess Gladys Hogan (known to all as Guggy) to help with her growing family, that wasn’t a problem.

			The following year, a doctor would be called in again to examine Lily, this time for an ongoing physical ailment. It seemed the future ballet star had fallen arches. The recommended cure was to wear rigid, laced-up corrective shoes, which the fashion-conscious little girl detested. She was already sensitive about her “odd” looks, now only made worse by the unfeminine footwear.

			“I didn’t even look a typically English little girl of the period,” Markova wrote in her personal memoirs, comparing herself to her three sisters. “I was not pretty. Doris was the beauty of the family, Vivienne was delicate, and Bunny as she grew older was also beautiful. I was the solemn-eyed, thin child who was dressed in sailor suits and with a hairstyle of great simplicity—longing inside for the frills and pretty clothes that my sisters wore.”

			Perhaps Eileen Marks thought a girly dress would only make Lily’s sturdy corrective shoes look worse. As her eldest daughter was so quiet and well-behaved, she never complained. However, when Eileen asked what color she wanted for her first party dress, the five-year-old was quick to request black. After studying the most stylish women in the neighborhood, Lily had decided black was quite chic.

			“Everyone laughed, but I wore a little black satin dress trimmed with white lace,” Markova recalled proudly. 

			At age seven, Lily was anything but proud of her looks. She sported a severe “Buster Brown” (or Dutch Boy) haircut, cropped short with bangs, and was forced to wear unattractive, sturdy boots. What was worse, not only did the offending footwear fail to correct her fallen arches, but Lily’s right knee also became problematic, often buckling under during playtime. 

			Markova remembered, “I also earned another nickname at this time, because of my legs. There was a racehorse called Tishy, whose legs seemed to move in improbable directions [and who apparently always came in dead last], and so of course in the family I became known as Tishy. And it is a name that stuck until I was grown up. Sometimes during the early days at Sadler’s Wells [dance company] my sisters would call for me asking ‘Where’s Tishy?’”

			Eileen and Arthur didn’t realize the extent of their daughter’s troublesome gait until one day while on summer vacation at the seaside.

			“I was trotting along the beach when I was about maybe seven, and they noticed I was padding around like a duck,” Markova told a radio interviewer years later. “I was taken to a specialist and he discovered I had flat feet, knock knees, and weak legs.”

			Forget just corrective shoes. Consulting physician Dr. Colman recommended rigid iron leg braces. Lily wasn’t the only one upset at the news. Already concerned with her daughter’s shyness, Eileen Marks was fearful the added stigma of appearing crippled would isolate Lily all the more. Mrs. Marks asked the doctor if there were any other possible corrective alternative.

			“Thank God that man was interested in the ballet,” Markova later remarked. “He asked my mother if she would be willing to experiment with him, and she said yes. He thought, having made inquiries about the exercises for classical ballet, that [these dancers] were turned out from the hips down, and he had in his mind maybe those exercises would strengthen me if I was sent for some lessons. And I was sent once a week on Saturday mornings. Otherwise, I probably would never have taken ballet at all.”

			Lily had actually wanted to become a physician—perhaps inspired by her many early trips to the doctor—with health and medicine a steady interest throughout her life. As a child, she was calm and helpful during illnesses and accidents, as when her quick actions once saved her sister Doris from losing a fingertip. Gushing blood didn’t bother Lily a bit. 

			And with knee and foot problems, ballet would have seemed out of the question as a realistic pursuit. Markova often joked, “What would people say to a girl with throat trouble who announced her intention of becoming an operatic singer?” Even Eileen Marks had given up hopes of raising a baby Pavlova. Dance lessons were to be remedial, nothing more.

			It was the well-regarded Thorne Academy in Muswell Hill that Lilian Alicia attended every Saturday. Run by two hard-working sisters, the school offered a variety of performance, exercise, and dance lessons for young girls. Four-year-old Doris, sent as company for Lily, took elocution classes with Madge Thorne, while Dorothy Thorne taught Lily what was then called “fancy dancing”—“Slide, push, hop. Slide, push, hop.” Mrs. Marks never discussed her daughter’s leg problems with either Thorne sister, not wishing her to be singled out for her infirmities. 

			Lily quite looked forward to her weekly classes. “I rather enjoyed it because I met other children and my younger sister came with me,” Markova later recalled. “And we did all kinds of things, used Indian clubs and jumped around. It was fun!”

			“Dancing lessons seemed to be the nicest kind of medicine,” she later told her mother gratefully.

			In addition to ballet barre and dance training, which did indeed strengthen her legs, Lily practiced skipping rope and swinging Indian clubs in time to music, a common form of exercise in Great Britain at that time. The latter built muscle control in her tiny wrists, so much so that as an adult she amazed many a choreographer with her ability to hold lifts. Léonide Massine took advantage of that strength, only to discover later that no other ballerina could duplicate the moves he created for Markova.

			As Agnes de Mille wrote in her book Portrait Gallery, Markova looked “as fragile as Venetian glass. Her legs and ankles seemed so remarkably slender, her hands so tapering, one felt they would snap off with the first jar; actually, a tennis champion’s wrist, or a surgeon’s, was probably a weaker instrument. In those delicate bones she had the kick of a stallion.”

			Then, of course, there was her prodigious natural talent. Even with weak legs, baby Lily was known to dance on “tippy toe” around the nursery in carpet slippers that had strong leather soles and a stiff top. As an adult, Markova had vivid memories of being able to hold that “rise” for long periods of time, much to her sisters’ amazement. It was Lily’s favorite parlor trick.

			You could have knocked Dorothy Thorne over with a feather when she first saw Lily perform. How could such a little thing master all those complicated dance steps with such apparent ease? 

			Some fifty years later, Miss Thorne spoke of those early impressions on the television show This Is Your Life honoring Markova: “She had a wonderful precision of movement that many mature dancers would envy. And she never seemed to get out of breath. And I realized even then, that even with so many talented dancers, a Markova only happens once in a lifetime.”

			Ironically, when Miss Thorne suggested private lessons for the gifted young Lily, Eileen Marks pooh-poohed the idea that a girl with weak legs and deformed feet could ever become a professional dancer. She had given up that dream long ago. Besides, Markova amusingly recalled, “My mother thought it was a dodge to get more fees out of her.” 

			Perhaps music would be Lily’s future, which was something Eileen could relate to a bit better. The child had a fine ear and enduring love of concerts, even as a toddler. When just two years old, she was completely taken with the sound of a brass band and Sousa marches, a favorite all her life. (Coincidentally, George Balanchine hummed marches for accompaniment when giving Markova private dance lessons at the Ballets Russes many years later, a warm reminder of home.)

			Baby Lily had not just one, but two local parks with bandstand concerts to choose from. Her first choice was Clissold because she loved to feed the swans. (Yes, more foreshadowing.) 

			A family photograph from that time shows the smiling toddler in her white ruffled bonnet sitting in a park lawn chair while merrily conducting along with the concert band using a pencil as a “baton.” Eileen hired a piano teacher shortly thereafter, and her eldest took lessons throughout childhood. Though she had to give them up when dance became an all-consuming pastime, that early training manifested itself throughout her career.

			“When you watch Markova, the music seems to come from her—it’s amazing, but somehow she is the music,” a young dancer would comment on her idol almost fifty years later.

			As a teenage dancer with the Ballets Russes, Markova spent her off hours attentively listening to the orchestra rehearse, scrutinizing the conductor’s every movement. She could easily commit entire scores to memory and thought she might like to conduct herself one day. She could also remember the first time she heard any piece of music, always associating it with a time and place.

			When appearing on the popular radio show Desert Island Discs in 2002, Markova’s first record selection for her time as a “stranded castaway” was the Merry Widow overture: “This is the first tune I can remember,” she reminisced. “My father used to hum it to me. He used to pick me up and sort of waltz me around and hum this tune. And somehow, I don’t know, later in life it’s been a very lucky tune for me.”

			Markova’s first crack at show business was as the Marks family impresario when she was eight. With three younger sisters, she had a ready-and-willing “cast” for her original theatrical performances, including recitations, singing, and dance. Fortunately, she was now vocal enough, though still very soft-spoken, to put the other girls through their paces. Even infant Berenice, always called Bunny, was included—but more as a costumed prop—much to Eileen’s dismay. 

			“Alicia would produce, design, choreograph, and teach the three of us all the numbers both dance, song, and comedy scenes, and also illustrate special programs which we would sell for the local hospital charity,” remembered Doris, who was about to become a professional child actress and performer on the London stage herself. 

			In addition to the elaborately illustrated programs, the inspired impresario created exotic costumes to attract a neighborhood audience. Markova had already shown a real knack for clothing design, having access to luxurious fabrics and embellishments from her great-grandfather, who had his own colorful connection to the theater. 

			Abraham Marks was a supplier of decorative fabrics and ornamental trimmings to professional costumers and wigmakers—like Willy Clarkson, whose client list included the “divine” stage star Sarah Bernhardt. A widower, Abraham always enjoyed the company of his great-granddaughters, who were given free rein in his overflowing costume supply room at his home/workspace in Islington, North London. He held a special place in his heart for Lilian Alicia, whose middle name was selected in honor of his cherished now-deceased wife. 

			Lily became Great Grandpa’s littlest apprentice, one with a surprising color sense and flair for the dramatic, turning remnants of brocades, velvets, and beaded silks into impressively regal outfits for her dolls. She was quite a talented sewer as well, later applying those skills to creating dresses and costumes for herself in her early days as a poorly paid dancer. 

			Arthur Marks was so delighted with his daughter’s original plays that he constructed a concrete stage with lights and a canvas awning in their back yard, moving the gramophone out to the garden for performances. And he had more reasons to be proud. In addition to entertaining friends and family, Lily sold her painstakingly illustrated programs to raise money for the local hospital, an early indication of the importance she held for charity work, which would be a lifelong concern. 

			Arthur Marks was especially close to Lily, and she to him. He never forgot the painful decision he had been forced to make when Lily was born. During the problematic delivery, the doctor asked, “Which do you want me to save? Your wife or your child?” Markova’s anguished father had chosen his beloved wife, as his own mother had died in his childbirth. That they both lived was a miracle Arthur never took for granted, and he would treat Lily as if she were the anointed firstborn son in a Jewish household.

			“I was very attached to my father, perhaps because he hoped I would be a son,” Markova explained many years later. “But when I arrived a girl, he said never mind and proceeded to groom me as head of the family—taking me with him to watch polo, football, and the races, and later teaching me to carve and choose wines.”

			And he used to read his favorite adventure books to her, especially the Western novels of Zane Grey. Riders of the Purple Sage was her favorite. 

			Lilian Alicia proved a boon companion at whatever activity Arthur Marks chose for the pair. Though notably quiet, she was always a very attentive listener (a trait that would endear her to numerous beaus throughout her life). And Arthur had a lot to pass on to his beloved daughter.

			For a man in his twenties, the devoted husband and father was already well traveled. Before his prestigious engineering commission on the Aswan Dam in Egypt, Arthur had attended college in the United States where his mother had been born. He had also extensively toured South Africa and Kenya while mining gold there with his father.

			Arthur would spend hours with Lily on his lap, showing her maps, photo albums, and souvenirs of all the places he’d lived, describing various locales in vivid detail. She was fascinated by his stories and had phenomenal recall decades later.

			In 1949, for example, Markova made her first trip to Johannesburg, South Africa for a dance performance. Sent to interview her, a newspaper reporter couldn’t believe the great ballerina had never been to the city before, as she already knew so much about the local customs, geography, and favorite food delicacies, which she gobbled up enthusiastically.

			The Johannesburg Sunday Times reporter wrote, “Her manager, Alfred Katz, of New York, commented to me: ‘She is strangely happy here.’ He cannot say why, but he supposes it may have something to do with the ballerina’s early associations, her father’s snapshot album, and because her child imagination was stirred by the tales of early days on the brawling Rand [South African gold mines].” 

			Lily was always dreaming of exotic people and places, remembers her sister Doris, who later became her personal manager. 

			“One of our favorite games was traveling, using the lid of Mother’s sewing machine and the upturned nursery table as our chariots, magic carpet, a ship, or even an aeroplane, and so we would pretend to visit foreign lands. Both Alicia and I were very interested in geography and I often think now, when we are in some far-off place, how our childhood dreams have become a reality.”

			Doris was four years younger than Lily, Vivienne seven, and Bunny eight. After giving birth to three successive daughters following Lily’s troubled delivery, Eileen Marks became physically delicate and more a homebody than her husband. During that time, her eldest spent a great deal of time bonding with her father.

			“Mother, to me, always seemed to be waiting for the next baby to arrive,” Markova said years later. “When the First World War started [Alicia was four], Daddy got a car because he was doing war work, and whenever he went off he would pop me in the rear seat because I was very well-behaved. He took me to Arsenal matches when mother had to rest.” Even when she was a toddler, Arthur encouraged Lily to shout “Buck up, The Reds!” while propped high on his shoulders at games.

			Markova continued to actively root for Arsenal throughout her life, a fact her own fans found incongruous. “One doesn’t expect Princess Aurora or the Sugar Plum Fairy to be interested in soccer,” she joked. “I love it! What struck me at that first match? Oh, the marvelous movement of it all. And I had a great feeling of exhilaration. Those footballers were achieving something. I have delighted in achievement all my life.”

			Arthur Marks had achieved much by the time Lily was a little girl. He was perhaps proudest of formulating the product “Rubberine,” a material so strong it was used during World War I to prevent tires on army vehicles from being punctured when fired upon. Arthur’s many inventions and manufacturing ventures made him a very wealthy man.

			As Markova recalled, “First my father had a Buick. Then when I was about seven, I was in a Rolls Royce.” The fact that he would go bankrupt shortly thereafter was then unimaginable.

			It was said that Markova inherited her love of music from her mother. But her photographic memory, analytical mind, and gift for arithmetic most certainly came from her father. As her sister’s manager for many years, Doris was astounded. 

			“She was a wizard at mental arithmetic, which is most useful these days as she usually has the financial side of an offer or contract worked out much faster than I, who likes to do it on paper. This is an extremely practical side of her character that I am sure not many people know exists; no matter how busy she is with work and rehearsals, she always looks after her own personal accounts.”

			Indeed, Markova’s storage files were filled with page upon page of her handwritten computations for costume, hotel, and traveling costs for herself and various dance companies she co-founded. Natural accounting skills would prove fortuitous, as keeping the books was a price she had to pay for professional independence. It was far more typical for prima ballerina assolutas to be loyal to one or two ballet companies throughout their entire careers—such as Margot Fonteyn’s lifelong association with London’s Royal Ballet—and, in turn, be nurtured and cosseted by management. 

			“How little the daily life of a ballet dancer in a large, permanent company has changed since Pavlova’s youth,” wrote Margot Fonteyn in the book Pavlova: Portrait of a Dancer.

			The dancers have no worries about the costumes or hairdressing, which are seen to by the wardrobe department and the hairdressers; shoes are given out by the shoe department and rehearsals are scheduled by ballet-masters to take place in the company studios, where pianists await with music ready … the dancer must dance and that is the single focus of energy every day.

			And how much easier life would have been for Alicia Markova had she, too, taken that career path. With her quest for bringing classical ballet to audiences throughout the world, she was willing to relinquish that invaluable support and security system for freedom to travel.

			Had he lived, Arthur Marks would have taken great pride in his daughter’s self-reliance. When Lily was a small girl, he enjoyed talking about his own family’s successes and resourcefulness. Arthur’s great-uncle had chaired the committee that undertook construction of the iconic Tower Bridge.

			As Markova remembered, “At week-ends my father—he was an engineer—took one of my sisters and me sightseeing in the City.

			“That’s how I first saw St. Paul’s, Pudding-lane and the Monument. Daddy took us to Tower Bridge too. We thought of great-uncle as we looked at it and felt a proper family pride. I still do.”

			Arthur’s father also had impressive credentials. He was involved with creating the first electrical lighting on theater marquees in London and New York. Little did he know that his granddaughter would one day see her own name up in lights. 

			Lilian Alicia Marks made her stage debut at an age when Anna Pavlova was still dreaming of ballet lessons. Upon the suggestion of Dorothy Thorne, Lily’s governess entered the eight-year-old in a local weekly talent contest at the Athenaeum Cinema in Muswell Hill. It was held each Friday evening between movie showings. 

			Eileen and Arthur were a bit taken aback by the news, apprehensive that their daughter would freeze up on stage. After all, Lily was so quiet and shy around strangers and had already been pulled out of two different public schools. Her first year, severe whooping cough, scarlet fever, and German measles kept her home more than in class. Then when she returned the following fall, Lily had trouble with both her class work and fitting in. 

			Having been homeschooled until age six, she was way ahead of her peers in certain subjects, but behind in others. Spending so much time alone with her governess Guggy, Lily had also become accustomed to one-on-one teaching. At school, she always had her nose buried in a book, preferring reading to running around a playground. That hardly endeared her to fellow classmates. Markova later estimated that the sum total of her public school education was about two months.

			“I envy people who have had serious education,” she later confessed. “Mine was a combination of teaching myself or working with a governess, and then contact with the world of the Ballets Russes.” But then again, Markova reconsidered, “there are not many girls who can claim Diaghilev, Stravinsky, and Matisse as their teachers.”

			It seems Markova always felt most comfortable on stage, much to her parents’ relief and amazement. Not only was Lily a marvelous dancer—clearly extraordinary for her age—but she was also remarkably poised and self-confident in front of a large crowd. 

			“I often wondered what the Cinema audience must have thought when, probably expecting a broad comedian, a little slip of a child appeared in a white ballet dress and danced a rather sad dance with a rose to a Chopin waltz,” Markova recalled. “As the dance went on, it got sadder and sadder and the pink rose I was holding fell to pieces, petal by petal, and the audience dissolved in tears… . It seems that even in those days I was to establish myself in a classic mood!”

			The talent-contest winner was chosen based on audience applause, which was timed with a stopwatch. There was no question as to who won. The official prize was to be five guineas and a contract for a week’s performance engagement at the Cinema. Due to her age, Lily had to turn the latter offer down, but she won far more that evening. Her parents realized Dorothy Thorne was right. Their daughter really was a gifted little dancer.

			“I shall never forget the thrill I had when I literally ‘stopped the show’ and became beyond all doubt the winner,” Markova proudly recalled. “I was so happy, not so much with the five guineas but with the appreciation and applause of my first public.”

			Moreover, performing seemed to bring the young Markova out of her shell. Now her parents would gladly pay for private lessons and see how she progressed.

			That was music to Dorothy Thorne’s ears. In the Academy’s annual show that year, she chose Lily Marks for a starring role. Playing off the child’s severe black hair and eyes—and dead-serious expression in one so young—Lily was cast as a cymbal dancer in The Arabian Nights. Her costume was almost comically elaborate, including a bejeweled breastplate and headdress worthy of a Wagnerian opera. 

			The overall effect on stage was compelling to say the least, and, combined with Lily’s unique dancing abilities, the performance earned the moppet prodigy her first newspaper notices.

			“Little Lily Marks made a great hit with an Eastern dance,” wrote a critic from The Sentinel on February 21, 1919. One year later, the Sentinel writer was still impressed. “We always watch for Lily Marks, and this time, again, she did not disappoint us. There was something daintily suggestive in her Rose Poem dance to music by Chopin.”

			In April of the same year, Lily would wow an even bigger audience at a charity concert to benefit the Italian Red Cross at London’s Strand Theatre. Here she shared the stage with many established celebrities, including comic actress Beatrice Lillie and British performer Jack Buchanan. Once again it was foreshadowing, as Markova would work closely with both stars in adulthood.

			One would think Lily was getting all the attention at home, but the four girls were treated pretty much the same—which was fine with the budding dancer and a credit to her parents. Markova was extremely close with and devoted to her sisters throughout her life.

			Besides, five-year-old Doris was already working on a career of her own. The Thorne Academy elocution lessons had paid off, and the young actress started appearing in several silent movies. A role in a film of Charles Dickens’s The Old Curiosity Shop earned her the sobriquet “England’s Baby Mary Pickford.” Arthur Marks was enormously proud of both girls.

			But for Eileen, there must have been a special bond when she tucked Lily into bed each night. Could she really have given birth to a baby Pavlova? By the following summer, the little ballerina would share her mother’s dream.

			

			After spending the perilous years of World War I in America, followed by a lengthy tour of Mexico and South America, Anna Pavlova had returned to Europe at the end of 1919. Though she had been born in Russia, she now called London home. 

			There were several reasons. First, after being schooled and trained at the Imperial Russian Ballet (also known as the Maryinsky), Pavlova felt stifled by their restrictive policies. She chafed at being told what she could and couldn’t dance. And how could she introduce the beauty of ballet to the world if her travel time outside of Russia was as severely limited as her repertoire?

			While artistic independence was reason enough to leave the confines of the Maryinsky, it did not preclude Pavlova’s living in her cherished homeland between engagements. Precipitating her permanent move to England was a man who would dedicate most of his life to her: Russian-born Victor Dandré.

			It was an unlikely pairing. When they met, Dandré was thirty years old and a powerful member of the St. Petersburg municipal council, known as the Duma. As a government official, he also sat on the boards of many charities, often fund-raising through benefit performances at the Imperial Theatre. It was there that Dandré first took note of the Imperial Ballet’s up-and-coming dancer, eighteen-year-old Anna Pavlova. He longed to know her better.

			According to Pavlova biographer Oleg Kerensky, the teenaged Anna earned just £70 per year at the Maryinsky, not nearly enough to pay for a comfortable home and private dance lessons. But she soon found many “admirers” (as was then common practice for Russian ballerinas who often became mistresses to the rich and powerful) happy to subsidize her living expenses and provide her with elegant clothes and jewels. 

			Dandré would become her most generous admirer, and one who “presumably contributed towards the large flat in which Pavlova lived,” writes Kerensky. Then, suddenly, it all went wrong: 

			In 1911 Pavlova was summoned to an official enquiry into the accounts of the municipal duma and Dandré was arrested in connection with financial irregularities concerning funds set aside for the building of a bridge. It appears that Dandré had been appropriating public funds for his private purposes, including the support of Pavlova. But the exact facts will never be established as Dandré was released on bail and fled abroad before he could be brought to trial.

			While they were not officially a “couple,” Pavlova couldn’t help but feel responsible for Dandré’s exile. He was completely devoted to her and had embezzled government funds for her benefit. As payback, she took him on as her manager and partner, a move that surprised many. It was a job Dandré would hold and cherish for the rest of Pavlova’s life. He was an able protector, traveling with her everywhere, save for her visits to Russia. There, he could never return. 

			But it was a fortuitous turn of events as it happened. Had Dandré remained a Duma official during the ensuing Russian Revolution, his fate would have undoubtedly been far worse than voluntary exile. 

			The pair chose London for their permanent residence, buying a home in the bucolic suburb of Golders Green near Hampstead Heath. In his touching biography of Pavlova, Dandré later explained how they came to live at the tranquilly situated Ivy House. 

			By 1912, Pavlova was earning an astounding £1200 per week for her seasonal four- to five-month bookings at the Palace Theatre in London. That made her a very wealthy woman, able to pick and choose among the most luxurious accommodations. 

			At first she settled in the elegant Hyde Park Hotel, chosen for its namesake garden-filled location. But there were always so many people about, making it impossible for Pavlova to take a leisurely stroll in the park without being mobbed for her autograph. She soon longed for her own private grounds where she could commune with nature in peace and enjoy quiet time between performances.

			After a lengthy search, Dandré found the perfect spot. Only fifteen minutes from central London, Golders Green had country views and fresh air that reminded Pavlova of her childhood home in Russia. Ivy House in particular was a rather grand estate set high on a hill with open views for many miles. From the balcony, one could admire the isolated woodsy setting, multiple gardens, and large circular pond with bubbling fountains where the ballerina kept swans. She was frequently photographed with the graceful waterfowl, a not-so-subtle reminder of her signature ballet. 

			Dandré was informed that the famous British painter J. M. W. Turner had once lived at Ivy House, adding to the property’s cachet. Known as “the painter of light,” the 19th-century artist must have relished the floor-to-ceiling leaded-glass windows that made the sun dance throughout the expansive rooms all day long.

			Then there was the dramatic, high-ceilinged grand hall—ideal for a ballet practice studio—and a large downstairs storage space, big enough to accommodate cumbersome scenery and costumes. 

			Pavlova was sold, and immediately arranged for her furniture to be shipped from St. Petersburg. There was need for quick action. To escape the current political turmoil in Europe, the Russian ballerina had booked a cross-country American tour for the 1913–14 season, perhaps followed by Australia. Knowing a welcoming retreat awaited her in England would be most reassuring. 

			But due to the outbreak of World War I in the summer of 1914, Pavlova would not return to London for another six years. (Markova would have a similar experience when forced to leave her homeland for America throughout World War II.) When Pavlova finally did come back to England in 1920, Ivy House would be her one permanent home and solace for the rest of her life. “I love London best of all,” she told a British women’s magazine in 1924, “and I look forward to coming back to my London home at the end of my tours.”

			In addition to herself and Dandré, Pavlova had quite a menagerie for company at Ivy House. She arranged for an aviary to be built inside the conservatory, filling it with a variety of exotic birds—and of course, there were all of the regal swans outside. Even though numerous pet dogs and cats were also allowed to roam freely about the grounds, the various species all seemed to get along. (Pavlova herself was allergic to cats—they gave her sneezing fits—but she enjoyed having them around nonetheless.) It was said every living creature at Ivy House had a name and Pavlova bid each one a personal good-bye whenever she left on tour.

			Though they lived as “man and wife”—and Dandré was referred to as Pavlova’s husband—no record of a wedding license has ever been found. The Russian impresario Sol Hurok, who proudly represented Pavlova on one of her American tours, claimed personal responsibility for having created the marriage myth. 

			“I myself married her off in the press,” Hurok professed. “In 1925 the newspapers printed a story I gave them, announcing for the first time that she had been married to Victor Dandré—some of them called him her accompanist—seventeen years before.” But he adds, “The truth is Pavlova was never married.” 

			Many described the ballerina’s relationship with Dandré as like father and daughter rather than lovers, but to the public it hardly mattered. If you wanted to get to Pavlova, you needed to go through Victor Dandré, and that’s just who arranged a private audience for a very excited Lilian Alicia Marks, then nine years old.

			

			In 1920, Eileen Marks was thrilled to learn that Anna Pavlova would once again be performing in London. It was the acclaimed dancer’s first booking in the city since before the war, a seeming eternity in light of recent historic events. Pavlova was now thirty-nine years old, a world traveler, and still at the height of her fame.

			In the past, Eileen had tried to make Lily aware of the Russian dancer’s magic on stage and film, but with no lasting impression. Now that her daughter was a “dancer” herself, maybe the time was right. Arthur Marks offered to squire his daughter to the upcoming ballet divertissement so that Eileen could stay home with the other girls.

			Pavlova was to appear at the majestic 2400-seat Queen’s Hall, London’s pre-eminent concert hall at that time. Still a tiny child at age nine, Lily had difficulty seeing over people’s heads in large theaters, and Queen’s Hall was constructed with perfect acoustics for concerts, not perfect sight lines. Eileen took that fact into consideration, securing seats in the upper circle with completely unobstructed views.

			Though Lily had been taken to the theater many times, she was made aware that this particular performance would be something special. It was just as Pavlova’s mother had told her as a child. “You are going to enter fairyland.”

			Waiting for the performance to begin, Lily carefully examined the deluxe printed program her father had purchased for her. The photos of Pavlova were intoxicating, even to a little girl.

			As a woman who related to the camera as emotionally as she did an audience, the famous Russian ballerina was a photographer’s dream. Pictures of Pavlova were always in great demand, whether she was posing alluringly in a magnificent, billowing tutu or modeling the latest fashion with one of her theatrically extravagant hats. 

			Lily couldn’t get over the ornate costume details, lissome body positions, and chameleon-like expressions in all the photos. But she was especially taken with the photo of Pavlova nestled in the grass at Ivy House while lovingly cradling one of her swans. It was inconceivable that Lily herself would visit those picturesque grounds the very next day. 

			Live on stage, Pavlova had exactly the effect on Lily that she’d had on Eileen Marks and countless others. This wasn’t ballet as the nine-year-old experienced in Miss Thorne’s class. Pavlova was a revelation in her effortless grace, artistic movements, and passionate emotions, magically turning herself into a flower for her very first dance. 

			The solo had been added to Pavlova’s repertoire when she toured the United States in 1915. While in San Francisco for a two-week booking, she had been captivated by the California poppies in full bloom everywhere she looked. The colorful flower closed its petals in the cool of each evening, opening once again in the morning to welcome back the sun. How marvelous, Pavlova had thought.

			She was instantly inspired to create a new dance, choosing Tchaikovsky’s moving “Melodie in E-flat” for accompaniment. Then Pavlova set about designing her costume, a poetic tour-de-force. Made of stiffened silk petals, each gossamer layer was scarlet red on the outside and a fiery yellow on the reverse, just like the poppy. 

			The material billowed about as Pavlova twirled joyously in the “sun,” with a denouement that took the audience’s breath away. The ballerina languidly drew each petal up and over her face until she was entirely encased in crimson. Then the stage would go dark. 

			California Poppy would be one of Pavlova’s signature solos forever after. Lily Marks was beside herself. Since she was a baby, her two favorite things had been flowers and music. Now dance equaled their beauty. When asked what she would do when her performing days were over, Markova often replied, “As long as I have flowers and music, I’ll be content.” Pavlova voiced similar sentiments. 

			After seeing the Russian dancer bloom right before her eyes, Lily was convinced she had found a kindred spirit. She could picture herself walking in Clissold Park with the empathetic ballerina, pointing out her favorite flowerbeds and swans. She just had to meet Anna Pavlova in person and pleaded with her father to make it happen. 

			While most parents would pat their child’s head and sweetly explain the impossibility of such a request, Arthur Marks was astonished by Lily’s emotional entreaty. It was so completely out of character for his painfully shy daughter, who never spoke to strangers. He at least needed to make a good-faith effort on her behalf. 

			Of course, he really had no idea how to do that, but Arthur Marks was nothing if not resourceful. As befitted a proper businessman of the time, Arthur asked to leave his card at the stage door in hopes of taking Lily to Pavlova’s dressing room after the performance. When told that unknown guests never gained such entrance—nor did famous ones—Arthur asked if there was anyone else he might speak with. “You might try Pavlova’s manager, Victor Dandré.” 

			Arthur did, but the answer was still a polite no.

			The distraught father tried one more time, explaining that Lily was a talented ballet dancer herself, having already received good notices in London newspapers. Meeting Pavlova would mean the world to her. 

			It was exactly the right thing to say. 

			As Dandré later recorded: “When it was a case of parents wishing to choose the career of dancing for a child, Pavlova would refuse outright to give any advice, saying that she could only judge after the child had worked for two or three years under a teacher. Only then and according to the progress made, could one say anything definite regarding a child’s aptitude and ability as a future dancer.

			“If on the other hand, little girls having already had some tuition were brought to her, she generally agreed to see them, fixing some free hour for this.”

			It is likely Dandré thought Lily was a teenager, as he was told she’d already earned positive press reviews. That would make her eligible to be a potential corps de ballet candidate for Pavlova’s company, always of interest to her. Thank goodness Dandré never asked Lily’s age.

			Would Arthur Marks be willing to bring his accomplished daughter to Ivy House the next morning to dance for Madame Pavlova at say, 11:30 a.m.? The dumbfounded father most certainly would.

			Lily was over the moon at the news. She could barely contain herself while watching the second half of the Queen’s Hall performance. As the curtain rose, she took a deep breath. There was her new idol dressed in a lavish 18th-century costume for a dance to another of Tchaikovsky’s pieces, the “Belle of the Ball” Christmas waltz. With the knowledge that the two would meet the very next day, Lily found Pavlova even more electrifying. Arthur enjoyed watching his child’s rapturous face even more than the onstage performance.

			Before going home, Lily begged to join the large queue waiting for Pavlova to exit the theater. It was as carefully choreographed a performance as the one that had just ended on stage. 

			“The first sign of life would be that the chauffeur would light the interior of the car: this would produce a buzz of anticipation,” revealed Margot Fonteyn’s love letter of a book to the Russian icon, Pavlova: Portrait of a Dancer. 

			Next, the countless bouquets that admirers had sent to her dressing room would be ceremoniously trotted out one by one and carefully placed in the spacious limousine. Lily, of course, was in heaven watching the spectacle.

			As each lavishly dressed person exited the stage door, the crowd would look up expectantly, than look down disappointed. Pavlova’s well-to-do dinner companions always came out first. They too were carefully arranged in the car. 

			Finally, La Pavlova appeared, almost shockingly tiny offstage, but just as resplendent, most often covered in sumptuous furs.

			Nobody dreamed of daring to ask for her autograph, any more than they would ask royalty. She paused for a moment on the doorstep, then, amid a murmur of adoration, got into the car.

			Now the windows were lowered, and everyone had a final picture of the goddess, shining among flowers. She broke roses and carnations off her bouquet and threw them out to the happy crowd; and continued to do so as, very gently, almost imperceptibly, the perfumed and illuminated shrine moved away into the night.

			As it was a warm summer’s evening when Lily was in attendance, Pavlova relinquished her usual head-to-toe fur in favor of an absolutely enormous fringed picture hat—so dramatic that it drew audible gasps from the crowd. Markova would also become known for her face-framing hats and fashion sense, but as a proper Englishwoman, she favored a tasteful elegance over Pavlova’s more startling, Slavic extravagance. And though Markova arguably became as celebrated a dancer, she maintained a far more modest life offstage, both in living quarters and theater exits. 

			“What ordinary ballet-goer had the chance of getting Pavlova’s autograph after a performance, let alone of speaking to her!” wrote British ballet scribe D. P. Daniels. “Markova signs a pile of autograph books after each performance… . She makes very real concessions of time and energy to speak to people who want to see her for sincere reasons… . And by facing this ‘light of common day’ she loses no enchantment. Indeed, I think she gains a firmer place in the public’s affection.”

			On the opposite end of the spectrum, Pavlova felt so strongly about maintaining an unknowable mysterious persona that, according to biographer Oleg Kerensky, “when efforts were being made to engage her to dance at a social function, she offered to reduce her fee from £500 to £300 if she would not be obliged to take dinner with the guests.”

			The multi-talented photographer/writer Cecil Beaton knew and revered Pavlova, later becoming close friends with Markova when he designed costumes for one of her performances. “I have a tremendous admiration for Markova,” he would later recall. “At no time has she ever wasted her energies upon acting ‘the star’ offstage. First and last, she is a dancer, and, as an artist, a dancer exists only when she is dancing.”

			And dancing was exactly what nine-year-old Lily Marks would be doing for the great Anna Pavlova. To say that Eileen Marks was speechless at the news would be an understatement. The process of selecting a suitable outfit and packing all the necessary dancewear started late that night, only to be repeatedly checked and re-checked the following morning. Do you have your best tights? Where are your hair ribbons? It was hard to tell who was the most excited member in the household.

			Once again, Arthur did the honors in escorting Lily to see Pavlova. They took the train from Finsbury Park, as it was faster and simpler than driving. Markova would relive that day for a BBC radio audience in 1975. Ivy House had recently been turned into a museum honoring Pavlova, and Markova was invited to visit and share her personal memories:

			It was a beautiful summer day with all the trees and the flowers and the birds singing. I remember arriving at the Golders Green station and walking up the hill with my father. And we arrived and it had two large gates, which opened. We came in and there was this beautiful foyer. And I remember looking in and seeing these huge baskets there, with the name Anna Pavlova on them. And I think they were all being prepared for her coming tour.

			[After Arthur Marks was given a stack of newspapers and escorted to another room, the luminous Pavlova took little Lily into her studio.]

			Well, naturally she gave me some advice about pointing my toes and breathing and technical things, but to me the things that really remained in my mind were two things one would never have expected.

			The first thing she said was that one must always take great care of one’s health. And then she asked me to open my mouth. And like a little horse, I had to show my teeth. And she told me that the most important thing was to take good care of one’s teeth. So for the rest of my life, I’ve always gone quite regularly to the dentist. That was one thing I have to thank her for.

			Then also, after I had danced, I naturally was perspiring and was warm. And she put her head around the door and asked me where my towel and cologne was for rubbing down. Of course I said I didn’t know about anything like that. In a couple of minutes she was back with a large towel and a flask with a silver top—I’ve always remembered this—with A.P. on it. And with the cologne she started to rub me down so I wouldn’t catch cold, and she told me this was very important: that if I were going to be a dancer the most important thing, never to catch cold.

			Now, there was one other little thing that I hate to say went through my mind. How will I ever make anybody understand that this really happened to me? I thought, could I steal the flask and take it home with me so that people will know I’m telling the truth. And then I suddenly thought, no—that would be terrible. I would be a thief!

			One thing Lily did take from Ivy House that day was a lifelong love of the color mauve, as Pavlova wore a dress that color when warmly greeting her, putting the shy girl instantly at ease.

			“Nothing else would suffice,” Markova joked years later. When she bought her first bottle of rubdown cologne on the way home from the visit—a necessity, according to Pavlova—Lily selected one with a mauve ribbon. She planted mauve flowers in the family garden. Even as an adult, Markova’s makeup case was custom-made of deep mauve leather, sumptuously lined in mauve silk moiré. Inside, the top of each brush, comb, and glass jar was inlaid with mauve enamel, including, of course, a mauve capped bottle of rubdown cologne.

			Markova always remembered every single detail of her first meeting with Pavlova, even fifty-five years later in a radio interview at Ivy House. “You actually danced for her in her studio?” she was asked.

			“Oh yes—a beautiful studio—not very large, quite high. It had a gallery that went all around it. I noticed first that there seemed to be a lot of very light ivory furniture. I was rather impressed with it because I myself have always liked very light things. I can’t bear dark things around me.”

			Markova eventually owned much of that delicate ivory furniture, willed to her many years later by Pavlova’s costume designer and close companion Manya Charchevnikova. (Manya planned to retire after Pavlova’s untimely death, but after seeing how closely Markova resembled her former employer onstage, she volunteered to resume designing just for her.) Markova gladly loaned the ivory dressing table and other personal furnishings to the Pavlova museum (she also joined their board), but she kept two simple chairs for herself as a reminder of that auspicious first encounter with the Russian star. They remained in Markova’s London flat until the day she died. 

			After discussing the furniture at Ivy House, Markova described the photographs around the room for the radio audience. 

			… There’s also a photograph of her in the garden with her cat, and another one with her swan. She loved animals, didn’t she? She adored animals, and birds, and of course, nature really. With the swan—that was really amazing—because swans are really very vicious creatures. That proves what, shall we say, an enchantress she was to be able to hold that swan in her arms… .

			She had such a strong personality and she lived here very happily. Let’s not say that her ghost is here. But I think by having this museum and the society, really it’s for the younger dancer. I would like to see young dancers and young people and students come here because I think that’s what would really make her very happy.

			A visit to Ivy House had certainly made Lily Marks very happy. The great Pavlova had said she could be a really fine dancer if she applied herself. But the celebrated ballerina also added a warning: “Your life will be all work, and unless you’re prepared to give up your pleasures, you should find something else to do.” 

			Up until that point, dancing was just playtime for Lily. Classes were a very enjoyable form of exercise to strengthen her legs. She had astonishing natural gifts, so she didn’t require countless, frustrating repetitions of steps to master them, nor did she feel competitive with the other students. And she surprisingly suffered no stage fright.

			But watching Pavlova perform opened Lily’s eyes to the true beauty of ballet. Little Anna had the same life-altering experience while watching the Imperial Ballet’s sweeping stage production of The Sleeping Princess. 

			Lily Marks decided then and there that she would work tirelessly to become the best dancer possible. Like Pavlova, she would, and did, give up everything for ballet, just as her idol forewarned on that auspicious day. That both girls were so determined from such a young age and never wavered in their beliefs is truly remarkable.

			Markova also shared Pavlova’s mission to introduce and promote ballet throughout the world, each becoming the most widely traveled ballerina of her time. They visited secluded hinterlands and foreign countries that had never seen any ballet, let alone two of the art form’s most illustrious talents; and no venue—including a skating rink and a football stadium—was beneath them. 

			“Pavlova was Miss Markova’s ideal,” her frequent dance partner Anton Dolin later told a reporter. “She was a great individualist, she says, and she went all over the world bringing her inimitable art to the people. Other ballerinas, such as Tamara Karsavina, were also great, but they identified themselves much more closely with the needs of the great ballet companies. Pavlova created her own magic … [both she and Markova] would much rather dance for an audience which knows little about ballet than for a so-called sophisticated crowd which thinks it knows everything about ballet.”

			Of course those constant travels came with significant sacrifice, as a Yorkshire Evening Post theater writer reported in 1950:

			I recalled Pavlova telling me, not many months before her untimely death, that one of the penalties of her kind of fame was to feel always a wanderer. She had made herself a beautiful home in London, but saw little of it.

			It is so with Markova. She has a small flat in New York and in the house of a sister in London a room is always kept for her, but she is rarely in either place for long.

			Back at Ivy House at age sixty-five, Markova was asked what Pavlova did so differently from other dancers to achieve such fame.

			“I could never compare. Because to begin with, I don’t think dancers should be compared,” she answered. “They should be individual. Naturally, we’re all trained with the same technique, just as actors are all given the same words, but I suppose it’s what one can do with those words or steps. And that was where Pavlova was unique.”

			Markova’s often-repeated sentiments didn’t stop people from drawing constant comparisons between herself and Pavlova. It was only natural, as the two shared the same oddly proportioned body type, facial features, and emotionally fragile stage presence. From childhood, both were considered so very “different.”

			From Anna Pavlova: Her Life and Art by Keith Money:

			As a student, Pavlova was talented and also different… . For such an apparently slight creature she had strong hips and thighs and a thorax that was not particularly waisted, so that the body, though immensely supple, flowed “all of a piece.” 

			…[It was] a body that fooled the Maryinsky selectors, and it went on fooling observers. Her muscles were steely; she was actually a racing machine, a hare… .

			Her natural talent, the curious poetry of her body, was so outstanding that nobody could ignore it, even though the idiosyncrasies were disquieting to some.

			And so was her appearance. Both Pavlova and Markova shared jet-black hair and alabaster skin—a “black-and-white beauty,” as Agnes de Mille generously called it—but neither dancer was considered classically beautiful, especially by “pretty” ballerina standards exemplified by Margot Fonteyn. In the case of Pavlova, her nose was too large for her face and she had wide gaps in her teeth. Markova also had a prominent nose—noticeably hooked in profile—and wide thin lips. (Those features gave her the look of “an etherealized Fanny Brice,” commented a writer for The New Yorker.) 

			Markova’s frequent dance partner Anton Dolin strongly advised that she get a “nose job,” but the ballerina flatly refused. Choreographer Frederick Ashton and impresario Sol Hurok would make the same suggestion, also thinking it would be for Markova’s benefit. To prevent further harangues, she asserted that altering her nose would change how she viewed the stage coming out of spins and jumps, and might put her off balance. Case closed.

			Despite their less-than-perfect features, Pavlova and Markova were both extremely photogenic (and knew the ideal angles for posing) so their facial flaws weren’t readily apparent to the public. Besides, they both had huge, seductive eyes, leading many reporters to wax a tad too poetic:

			“When you talk to her you forget everything but her eyes,” a London journalist wrote of Pavlova in 1924. “They are large … and mysterious… . They intrigue, they excite, they fascinate! You feel that they hide a wilderness of wonderful secrets. They are the eyes of a dreamer, a poet, an artiste.”

			Ten years later, another British journalist wrote the following about Markova: “I chatted with her for a short while in her dressing room and was captivated by the charm of her large dark eyes. Her hair is raven black—blacker than any I have seen—and she resembles the great Pavlova not only in her great love of dancing but also in appearance.” 

			Those types of descriptions followed intimate, one-on-one interviews with the two ballerinas, with the added excitement of being up close and personal with the stage stars. From afar, dance critics could be more disparaging of the pair’s looks, sometimes being downright cruel. 

			In the case of Pavlova, according to her biographer Keith Money, a Berlin dance critic in 1909 “made extraordinarily ungallant remarks about her personal appearance, writing that although her name was printed in fat letters on the program, she was thin as a skeleton, and her ugliness was off-putting.” 

			Pavlova biographer Oleg Kerensky quotes another German reviewer covering the same performance: “Miss Anna Pavlova … showed as Giselle her strong mimic talent, her gracefulness and ease, and of course the whole bravura of her tip-toe coloratura. Unfortunately, she is neither beautiful nor specially well-built.”

			In Markova’s case, comments on her not-so-perfect looks were used more as backhanded compliments, with critics lauding her talent as being so prodigious it could overcome her physical shortcomings. From Mel Heimer’s “My New York” newspaper column in 1955:

			In a dreadful red wig and an absurd series of nightgownish costumes, Markova demonstrated once more the remarkable and seldom-seen talent of skill overcoming appearance. She is a plain woman, as Gertrude Lawrence was a plain woman—but Gertie had, and Markova has, the ability to make you forget their plainness once in full cry.

			The ballet, even in the big leagues as with the Ballet Theater, is the most tinselly of the arts. Its practitioners seem like small boys and girls wearing grown-ups’ clothes and posturing like them… .

			However, Markova is—well, did you ever see Ted Williams swing a bat or Bill Terry play first base? The sports writers have a word for it. Ask the next one you meet.

			New York Herald Tribune dance critic Walter Terry had this to say in a 1963 article titled “Ballet Stars Without the Body Beautiful”: 

			And what of another now-retired ballerina Dame Alicia Markova, who is classified as one of the great dancers of all time? The dancing Markova was terribly thin, her face was not pretty (by Hollywood standards) and there were other things that were wrong but she not only transcended the presumed flaws, she turned them into assets as her thinness became exquisite fragility, and her face, with its huge, luminous eyes, assumed a “mystique” that fascinated the world.

			One thing all critics seemed to agree on: the combination of impassioned acting and exquisite dance technique is what sets the greatest prima ballerinas apart from the merely talented. It’s what made performances by Pavlova and Markova so transformative and memorable, creating a lasting emotional bond between the dancer and her audience.

			As British writer J. K. Prothero explained in his Weekly Review column in 1938:

			Mr. James Agate [noted American writer/critic] in a recent article suggested that it was part of a dramatic critic’s function to estimate the acting of the artists in an opera as apart from their vocal capacity. In the same way it seems to me that as distinct from miming and the actual technique of ballet dancing it is of interest to analyse the dramatic talent of conspicuous performers.

			I was particularly struck the other night at Drury Lane by the acting in “Giselle,” that charming traditional Victorian ballet. The part of the lovesick maiden who, learning that her lover was not a forester but a prince, commits suicide, was taken by Markova. There is something about this lovely and wistful artist reminiscent of Pavlova. One feels the same spiritual quality in certain moods—tender resignation, tragic acceptance with sudden piercing movements, and that fluttering up towards joy which animated Pavlova’s greatest concepts. Markova plays the part as well as dances it and in this she stands above.

			Markova wrote a belated response to that review in her autobiographical Giselle and I, making it clear that while flattered by the comparison, she could never be, nor sought to be, another Pavlova. 

			I was stirred by this comparison, but I don’t think I took it as a personal one. Neither have I done so since, though it has often been made through the years. I like to feel that perhaps it shows a similarity of aim. Pavlova gave her life to the ideal of bringing beauty and happiness to people through the dance, and I have tried to do this also, in my generation. No two artists or individuals are alike, but a shared ideal gives deep satisfaction.

			But the comparisons were inevitable, especially from British dance critics in the 1930s, who for the first time were able to trumpet a homegrown ballet star. Alicia Markova proved that you didn’t need to be Russian to become a world-class ballerina, and she changed the face of British ballet forever. Now London had its very own Pavlova:

			Markova to me grows more and more like Pavlova each time I see her, and if she continues in the way she is now going I see no valid reason why in the years to come she should not attain as great a position in the world of the dance as that occupied by the great ballerina whose death we all mourned nearly two years ago.

			—Dancing Times, 1932

			Fragile, quiet and utterly unaffected—such is Markova, prima ballerina of the Vic-Wells Ballet Company… . Markova’s resemblance to Pavlova has been talked of before; but she is amazingly like her. That is why I asked for the picture, so that you could see for yourselves. Don’t you agree?

			—Yorkshire Evening Post, 1935

			And of the many English dancers who have achieved fame, Alicia Markova (now appearing in the season of Russian ballet at Drury Lane) surely stands supreme… .

			She won the distinction of being the first English artiste to dance the leading role in a four-act ballet, when Tschaikovsky’s [sic] Lac des Cygnes was revived for her. She was also the first English dancer to appear in Giselle, the “Hamlet” of the ballet.

			So uncanny is her resemblance to the late Anna Pavlova that she was offered a fabulous sum to go to Hollywood to star in a film based on Pavlova’s life… . Markova felt it would be sacrilegious to attempt an impersonation of the greatest ballerina of all time.

			—Theatre World, August 1938

			That last statement is another testament to Markova’s ultimate respect for Pavlova’s memory and strong desire never to impinge on her legacy in any way. Not only did she turn down the chance to play Pavlova on screen—which clearly would have been an enormous career boost to the young dancer—but she also refused to perform the Russian’s signature role of The Dying Swan for over ten years, though repeatedly and relentlessly asked. 

			She finally gave in when pursued by none other than Mikhail Fokine, the visionary Ballets Russes choreographer who had originally created the role for Pavlova. Along with the American-based impresario Sol Hurok, Fokine begged Markova to take on the role “to keep the memory of Pavlova alive.” She agreed on the condition that her performance clearly be designated a tribute to her idol and take place on January 23, 1942, the eleventh anniversary of Pavlova’s death. 

			The first-ever audience for Markova’s The Dying Swan was at the Boston Opera House. They were utterly transfixed, and from that day on, the role was as much associated with Markova as with her illustrious predecessor. 

			“… [P]hysicians—or at least physicians who go to ballets—have commented with some astonishment on the way Markova’s arms are attached to her shoulders,” wrote Barbara Heggie in a 1944 profile of the dancer in The New Yorker magazine. “There is something avian about this, too. When she suddenly lifts her arms from her sides, it is as if she were unfolding wings. A critic once described her as ‘a winged creature, inhabitant of the air.’”

			“Markova’s ‘Swan’ is a lovely, ethereal creature,” wrote another dance critic upon seeing her first performance of Fokine’s updated choreography. “Perhaps she has done her best to imitate Pavlova but she succeeds in being herself in this very beautiful interpretation which was staged last night as a tribute to the great Russian ballerina.”

			Markova had capitulated at just the right time. Seven months later, Mikhail Fokine would be dead. 

			Other famous choreographers were also drawn to Markova because of her eerie likeness to Pavlova. Frederick Ashton, for one, had his earliest successes in ballets he created for Markova. Ashton first saw her dance as a teenager with the Ballets Russes.

			“During the Diaghilev season at the Princess Theatre I had sat in the gallery night after night watching her,” he recounted in a later radio interview. “Apart from her work, her astonishing likeness to Pavlova fascinated me and I never dreamed that such a great artist would be interested in accepting an engagement from me.”

			For Léonide Massine, there was an added allure. The brilliant Russian dancer/choreographer had begun his career at the Ballets Russes, where he was well aware of Pavlova’s negative feelings toward modern ballets. 

			As biographer Keith Money explained, Pavlova saw Diaghilev “as the arbiter of all that was destructively avant-garde,” and though she respected his talents, “Pavlova had been personally offended by him.”

			She could see that their current aims were divergent in many ways; she clung to the belief that the purest elements of the classical ballet vocabulary could, and should, survive, and that the old ballets from the Maryinsky era should be protected; Diaghilev, whatever his innermost beliefs, had built up the type of audience that looked continually for novelty, and here was precarious juggling of interests between the tenets of classicism and the aims of a theatrical adventurer.

			—Anna Pavlova: Her Life and Art, Keith Money

			Unlike Pavlova, Alicia Markova was always game for anything new and exciting. How irresistible she must have been to Massine, able to provide an extraordinary technique on par with Pavlova’s, but in someone all too happy to be the “vehicle” for bringing his latest innovative creations to life. And Massine didn’t keep that sentiment to himself, as illustrated in the following scene recollected by noted Indian journalist and author Basanta Koomar Roy in the December 1943 issue of Dance Magazine:

			One evening when I was talking with Mr. Massine in his dressing room, on the art and philosophy of the Ballet, he suddenly walked out of the room, and in a minute returned with Alicia Markova. Without saying a word, he began to turn Markova around as a great dressmaker affectionately turns his favorite model in a fashion show. I was wondering within myself what it was all about. After a few moments I noticed that a certain angle of Miss Markova’s profile resembled that of Anna Pavlova. Just then Mr. Massine broke his silence by saying:

			“Doesn’t she look like … ?”

			“Like Pavlova, you mean,” I said.

			“Yes.”

			“Yes, a certain angle of her profile has indeed a touch of Pavlova; and the parting of her hair in the center accentuates that resemblance.”

			“And she has a marvelous technique.”

			Imagine a choreographer dragging Rudolf Nureyev into his dressing room, spinning him around in front of an unknown writer—Massine didn’t bother to introduce Markova—and comparing him to Vaslav Nijinsky in the third person. Alicia Markova was a huge star by 1943, yet she took the incident pleasantly in stride. (Roy later wrote a very complimentary profile on her.) She was used to it, as the comparisons only became more frequent after Pavlova’s unexpected death in 1931.

			In January of that year, the Russian prima ballerina caught pneumonia while stranded in the snow during a train derailment. She was on her way to perform in The Hague, Netherlands, and instead found herself seriously ill and bedridden in the city’s luxurious Hotel des Indes. With the devoted Victor Dandré by her side, Anna Pavlova passed away, just hours after asking to hold her costume for The Dying Swan one more time. It was one week shy of her fiftieth birthday.

			Dandré later presented Markova with several of Pavlova’s ballet slippers and costume accessories as keepsakes. He was well aware of the pair’s mutual admiration, though Pavlova thought Markova’s brilliance was being wasted in the hands of avant-garde choreographers. She had told her so after attending a Ballets Russes performance in Paris.

			“She was sitting in the box at the Sarah Bernhardt Theatre, I think it was,” Markova later recalled. “And afterward she came backstage to pay her respects to the company. And of course, I was there. I was still the little one, the baby of the company. And she came over and said hello to me, but she was very disappointed.” 

			It was not the tiny ballerina’s dancing that dismayed Pavlova, but the non-classical role Diaghilev had selected for her. “I think I was in Pas d’Acier or something, one of the most modern works, and she said she was very sad to see me in a modern work.”

			That was yet another key difference between the two great ballerinas. As The Telegraph dance critic Ismene Brown wrote of the young Markova, “her undeveloped androgynous body and fearless male-type technique contrasted with the sophisticated femininity of Diaghilev’s famed ballerinas, and was a valuable spark to the modern revolution… . Igor Stravinsky found her able to absorb new musical ideas readily, and—because of her emotional immaturity—the choreographer George Balanchine began to conceive a more abstract kind of female dancing, driven by music rather than drama.”

			But that “appetite for modernity,” as one writer ascribed to Markova, never stopped Pavlova from admiring the little English girl’s rise to fame. She even left Markova a fur coat in her will. It became one of her most prized possessions. 

			Another cherished memento was a floral crown Pavlova had worn in Giselle. Her former dresser and costumer Manya later presented it to Markova, and the dancer wore it for luck when first performing the role herself.

			After Pavlova’s death, watching Markova dance seemed to provide some comfort to Victor Dandré. In 1937, a British ballet critic reported, “Whenever Markova dances in London, M. Dandré, Pavlova’s widowed husband, can always be seen in the stalls, acting as official ‘fault-scout.’ On the fall of the curtain he retires to the ballerina’s dressing-room with notes of a few technical subtleties which might require attention—though they would be far too subtle to be noticed by the public!”

			To Markova’s credit, she always greeted Dandré and his “suggestions” warmly. She too enjoyed reminiscing about the great dancer who had shown her so much kindness.

			“What can I recall of her gestures? They were not the important impression,” Markova told a British reporter prior to a Pavlova tribute performance in 1956. “To a child in awe of the great lady she was so kind and simple. In minutes we seemed to have known each other always… .” 

			Pavlova herself once said to Markova, “If I had a daughter, she couldn’t be more like me than you are.”

			Though that was true as far as the two dancers’ appearance and performance styles were concerned, their temperaments were worlds apart. While Markova had great relationships with other talented female dancers—she remained best friends with Russian ballerina Alexandra Danilova for over seven decades—and often shared the stage with them, Pavlova wanted the spotlight to be hers alone. 

			According to Oleg Kerensky’s biography, Pavlova left the Ballets Russes because fellow lead dancers Vaslav Nijinsky and the much-loved Tamara Karsavina received “too much publicity” in relation to herself. (Ironically, Karsavina’s star rose for her portrayal of the title role in Fokine’s The Firebird, a part Diaghilev first offered to Pavlova, and which she turned down because she thought Igor Stravinsky’s music was “ugly nonsense.” The Firebird would also be a great success for Markova.)

			And when the beautiful Karsavina needed to take over the lead in Giselle due to Pavlova’s early departure from the Ballets Russes, the latter refused to help her learn the part, though that was a customary practice in large companies. It was “a role which Pavlova jealously guarded for herself at the Maryinsky,” Kerensky writes. “Pavlova was increasingly interested in ballet as a vehicle for a ballerina, herself.” 

			Then there was Pavlova’s notorious hot temper. She famously slapped several male dancers in front of audiences during performances, most memorably her legendary partner Mikhail Mordkin. The press ate it up. And it was said her jealousy was responsible for Mordkin’s ballerina wife, Bronislava Pajitzkaya, being fired.

			It would be a similar story with the Pavlova Company she founded and took all over the world. There was just one star—Anna Pavlova—with a talented male dancer to partner her, and a competent, though not stellar, corps de ballet of some thirty-odd dancers. As Kerensky writes, “… there would obviously have been no room in Pavlova’s company for dancers with very big personalities and grand ideas of their own importance. English girls, being generally well-disciplined and modest, were ideal.”

			Markova was one of those “English girls” Pavlova approached to join her company. It was in 1929, right after Diaghilev died, and, with him, the Ballets Russes. Though Markova was frightened of her future prospects, she reluctantly turned the offer down. The eighteen-year-old was already a technically brilliant dancer with a burgeoning solo career, and knew she would never get a crack at lead roles while under contract to Pavlova, no matter how much she adored the star.

			“It was funny,” Markova recalled years later, “although she inspired me as perhaps no other dancer had, after four years strenuous work [with Diaghilev] I did not feel inclined to join her. I had worked from the bottom of the ladder and I determined to move on alone.”

			After Pavlova’s death in 1931, Markova’s likeness to her idol was seen as both good for ballet in general and useful to the promotion of fledgling British companies. It was shorthand for brilliant talent. As Anton Dolin told a British newspaper arts reporter the year the pair formed the Markova-Dolin Ballet Company in 1935:

			The spirit of Pavlova has entered Markova. She is the nearest approach to the divine Anna Pavlova that this or any other age will give us.

			Each time I see her dance, rehearse or dance with her, I am more and more conscious of this. The physical resemblance is extraordinary, at times almost frightening.

			Agnes de Mille took this notion one step further in an essay on Markova she wrote for The Atlantic Monthly in 1953, later expanded in her 1990 book Portrait Gallery. De Mille mocked Markova for attempting to channel Pavlova when performing. “For quite a period, she even claimed the spirit of the Russian inhabited her body.”

			While Markova didn’t mind the onstage comparisons, she emphatically denied any foolish transcendental connection, often refuting de Mille’s contention in later interviews. The whole idea of Pavlova being her “spirit guide” was complete poppycock, as she told Maurice Leonard for his biography Markova: The Legend. 

			People said all sorts of things because I resembled her and my mother told me that when she was carrying me she did think that it would be wonderful if I could dance just a little like Pavlova but, even knowing that, it didn’t influence me. I had qualities she never had and her temperament was different, she couldn’t have danced all those modern and humorous roles I did. A great lady and a superb dancer but we were different.

			Truth be told, Markova was a better dancer technically, and Pavlova more emotionally thrilling. As Jennifer Homans writes in her history of ballet, Apollo’s Angels, Pavlova’s “dancing appeared spontaneous and elusive, as if painted from nature—like Impressionism applied to dance.” That was why the romantic classics suited her so well. 

			The two dancers had opposite innate talents, needing to compensate for what didn’t come naturally. Markova was a child prodigy when it came to learning difficult steps and technique, with an extra long big toe that aided her when performing en pointe. Being able to land and leap without the ball of her foot touching the floor added to the illusion that she was miraculously suspended in air. (Vaslav Nijinsky shared that skill due to his own remarkably strong toes.) 

			But Markova was considered a dancing machine in her early years, lacking an intuitive empathy on stage that took exhaustive Ballets Russes training to unearth.

			In contrast, Pavlova’s passionate nature seemed to ooze from her pores, even in her early student days. She had no trouble connecting quite viscerally with her audiences. But the fragile dancer’s weak ankles, highly arched instep, and tiny toes proved a handicap in balancing and maintaining positions, something she worked very hard to correct. 

			To compensate for her problem feet, Pavlova unknowingly influenced the construction of ballet slippers for countless dancers who followed her. To relieve pressure en pointe, she was the first to curve and harden the toe area, while adding wood or stiffened leather for extra sole support. At the time, other dancers called this “cheating.” 

			Ironically, Markova was one of the few ballerinas of her generation who did not dance on hardened shoes. As a New York reporter noted, “She wore only the soft slippers of the old Italian school which make the dancer depend entirely upon muscular strength for support,” and when en pointe, muscular strength in just one toe. “Today, this successor to Pavlova has perfection of balance at all times and is the envy of other ballerinas who have three toes to stand on.”

			But as Jennifer Homans points out, Pavlova’s “frailty turned out to be her greatest asset. Her dancing had a tremulous, fragile look—her arabesques and balances were, as Bronislava Nijinska [the ballet dancer, noted choreographer, and Nijinsky’s sister] later recalled, ‘insecure’ and ‘trembling … like an aroma, a breeze, a dream.’”

			In her engaging memoir Theatre Street, Ballets Russes prima ballerina Tamara Karsavina wrote of her time at the Imperial Ballet School with the young Pavlova:

			Pavlova at that time hardly realized that in her lithe shape and in her technical limitations lay the greatest strength of her charming personality. Romanticism was not the fashion any more. The very figure of our dancers, as compared with the silhouette of those of half a century ago, clearly showed the reversion of taste from an idealized vision towards the attractions of more material charm… . Pavlova was destined to bring back to our stage the forgotten charm of the Romantic ballet of the days of Taglioni.

			Unlike Pavlova, Markova’s strong technique made her as suited to modern ballets as she was to the classics. 

			There was also the personality difference between the impassioned Russian and genteel English woman. “Every country, of course, has its admirable born dancers,” Pavlova once said. “Some of the best performers of my company are English. But it is only in Russia, owing to the spirit and the customs of the people, that the atmosphere exists in which dancing flourishes best of all.” 

			And Markova? Bronislava Nijinska paid her the ultimate compliment years before the two became great friends. It was at the Ballets Russes where Nijinska was a successful choreographer and Markova the youngest dancer. After watching the teenager blossom under Diaghilev’s tutelage, she told her, “You have a Russian soul!” 

			Diaghilev had spotted it first.

		

	
		
			2

			Diaghilev’s Prodigy

			Her ballet technique was so astonishing at an age when most little girls are just learning to tramp through the minuet, that the impresario who paid her first salary billed her “The Child Pavlova” all over his theatre …

			It nearly ruined her life. At least, that’s how it seemed at the time.

			—“Alicia Markova: A Life on Points” 
by Kay Webb, The Leader, London

			British pantomime is to England what The Nutcracker is to the United States—a much-loved annual Christmastime spectacle. But despite the name, English pantomimes are anything but silent and have nothing whatsoever to do with mimes. 

			The lively musical extravaganzas originated in Victorian times as a hodgepodge of comedic opera, vaudeville slapstick, and fairytales. Loosely based on a classic children’s story (Cinderella, Little Red Riding Hood, or Aladdin, for example), each “panto,” as the productions are frequently called, boasts classic heroes and villains, costumed animals, raucous comedy, singing, dancing, celebrity guests, and audience participation. Children are encouraged to shout warnings to characters in peril—“Look out, there’s someone behind you!”—and parents are kept amused by pop culture references and adult humor assumed to go over the heads of the little ones. 

			Another panto signature is casting cross-dressing actors, such as a woman in the role of the male juvenile lead and a middle-aged man playing the obligatory elderly “Dame” character. Joining them on stage are numerous child performers, again much like The Nutcracker, and it was in one of those key roles that Alicia Markova made her professional stage debut. She was barely ten years old.

			In the 1920s, producer George Shurley was in charge of one of England’s foremost holiday season pantomime shows staged annually at the Kennington Theatre in South London. Though the performance schedule was limited to the winter months of December through February, Shurley worked on the enormous undertaking all year round, much like America’s Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade.

			One of his tasks was to find and book talented children for each panto, and to that end Shurley often attended public recitals at the top local dance schools. (His appearance always caused quite a stir.) And that’s how the producer found himself in the Thorne School audience when little Lily Marks performed her Arabian Nights solo. 

			Shurley kept an all-important journal of potential future candidates for his productions, and there was no doubt Lily made the cut. It was hard to forget such a tiny girl whirling and prancing about in harem pants and operatic breastplate. So when it was decided that Dick Whittington would be the subject of the next Christmas pantomime, the producer sought out the parents of the bejeweled baby ballerina.

			Unknown to most Americans, Dick Whittington is a bizarre folk tale loosely based on a real person—one Richard Whittington—a 14th-century London mayor famous for building the city’s first public bathroom. (Shakespearean it’s not.) Several centuries later, a back-story was invented involving a penniless young Dick coming to London with a cat as his best friend, a handy contrivance as the arch-villain was King Rat. A side trip to rid Morocco of their rat problem for the Sultan was later added (that’s where Lily’s oriental dance would come in) leading to wealth, love, happiness, and Dick’s being named Lord Mayor of London. The End.

			When contacted about a formal tryout for the show, Arthur and Eileen thought it would be a grand adventure for their talented daughter. Without telling her what was in the offing, Arthur took Lily to audition for George Shurley and his staff. As always, she performed impeccably. But the best part, as far as she was concerned, was being treated to tea and dessert cakes afterward, indulging what would become a lifelong passion for sweets. 

			Soon after, Shurley made an offer to hire Lily as the lead child performer in the 1920/21 production of Dick Whittington. She would dance three numbers per show, two shows daily, six days a week, from December 27th through February 12th, with a very generous weekly salary of £10. 

			Interestingly, Arthur and Eileen Marks accepted the engagement without ever discussing it with their daughter. It was not as if they needed the money at that time, and it meant a great deal of pressure on the ten-year-old, her love of dancing notwithstanding. As her sister Doris would comment many years later, “I think, perhaps, she missed a lot of the fun of girlhood: the other three of us must have had it for her.”

			Though Mr. and Mrs. Marks surely assumed Lily would be thrilled with the opportunity, the child’s early entrance into show business was clearly the parents’ desire, not the young girl’s. More unsettling, Eileen allowed her daughter to perform with a mild case of chicken pox, though she kept Doris far away from her lest she too catch the disease. 

			Come opening night, Lily had no visible rash, but she did retain a light-sensitivity problem connected with the illness. The glare of the theater spotlights didn’t help. Fortunately, at the beginning of the long Salome solo, a veil covered her face, which the ten-year-old chose to leave on throughout the number until her eyes improved several weeks later. 

			To Eileen’s credit, however, she never became a pushy stage mother, nor did she spoil or pamper Lily. Quite the opposite in fact: she kept home life exactly as it had always been, with no favoritism among the girls. 

			When finally told of the momentous Dick Whittington booking, Lily reacted as she did to most everything. She cheerfully—and quietly—did what she was told. The physical and mental demands of such a rigorous performance schedule were clearly beyond the naïve child’s comprehension, but government regulations were in place to watch out for her. Before Mr. and Mrs. Marks could sign the contract, there were many procedural hoops to jump through.

			First and foremost, a special work license was required from the London County Council in Westminster because Lily was so young. The winter engagement wouldn’t have been possible at all had she not turned ten on December 1st. (And had it been one year later, Lily would have been immediately disqualified, as the minimum age was raised to twelve.) 

			In addition to checking her health, the officials needed a guarantee that the child’s education wouldn’t suffer due to rigorous rehearsal and performance schedules. Underage actors were only permitted to miss school if they received at least twenty hours of weekly private tutoring. That was not a problem for Lily, as her governess was already homeschooling her many more hours than required. 

			As with any government bureaucracy, the licensing process proved lengthy, so by the time it was approved, Lily was one of the last cast members to be officially hired for the show. That was unfortunate for her, as it meant shuffling roles amongst the other children performers to accommodate the new “star.” Jealousy would make for a less-than-welcoming start to her professional career.

			Making matters worse was Lily’s over-protective caretaker Guggy, who was a dispiriting, controversial presence throughout Markova’s childhood, especially damaging at the Ballets Russes.

			Guggy’s real name was Gladys Hogan. Though she was Irish, like her longtime employer Eileen Marks, the similarities ended there. Where Eileen was winning and warm, Guggy was humorless and cold. Coming from a military family, the governess was raised to be organized, hardworking, and dutiful above all else. Never married, she seemed incapable of displaying affection, though she protected Alicia like a mama bear with her cub.

			It’s hard to understand why Eileen and Arthur gave Hogan such unfettered supervision of little Lily. No question Guggy was an enormous help to Eileen when the young mother had four small daughters and a large household to run. The governess was nothing if not efficient. But it couldn’t have escaped either parent how domineering and controlling she was. For a child as painfully shy as Lily, Guggy’s defensiveness around strangers of any age only exacerbated the problem.

			But who else would be put in charge of chaperoning Lily to, from, and at the theater as required by law—helping her dress, tutoring her between performances, and serving as all-around “protector”? Eileen Marks still had three young daughters aged six and under at home. Of course the child’s longtime governess would get the job. Guggy may have had her personality defects, but in the eyes of Lily’s parents, she was always dependable and trustworthy.

			For her part, Guggy disapproved of the whole pantomime experience, thinking it beneath the well-to-do Marks family. To express her feelings of superiority, Hogan dressed Lily in a black velvet coat with an ermine collar for her first day of rehearsal. The two couldn’t have made a worse entrance—the over-dressed little girl and her stern-faced governess—walking into the large practice room, above a pub in Soho, of all places.

			Markova said she always remembered the smell—not beer as one might suppose, but a sickeningly sweet citrus aroma—as she and Guggy walked in. The other children were on break and were busily peeling and gorging themselves on oranges. 

			They all looked up with daggers in their eyes at the tiny interloper, having just been told she was to replace the thirteen-year-old Jessie Matthews in the lead juvenile role. Matthews, who would become a popular British musical/film actress in the 1930s, was a very pretty teenager and already a favorite among the other girls. 

			“I think the ermine caused these orange-sucking youngsters to hate the sight of me,” Markova later joked. But it wasn’t funny at the time.

			Jessie Matthews remembered Markova as “the very shy little girl with big sad eyes… . I felt sorry for her because she had a very restrictive governess Guggy who whisked her on and off the stage and never let her talk to anyone. During the entire run, I never heard her talk at all.

			“I met her parents, who were very sweet, kind people, and I don’t think they had any idea all she did was work and study with no pleasure time.”

			Unlike the other children, Matthews was completely won over by little Lily the very first time she appeared on stage.

			[Markova] did this little dance and I stood watching her. And my sister was very angry and pulled me away and tried to stop me watching this little girl dance. And I said but I want to watch her. She’s so sweet. She’s so lovely. 

			And she said she has no right to be dancing a solo in this pantomime. You are the prima ballerina! And apparently it appears, that Markova herself wanted to talk to me, and every time she came down early to talk to me, … [Guggy] pulled her away because she wasn’t allowed to speak to me.

			And it wasn’t until—oh years later—that we met in New York during the war at a party, and she recognized me, and she yelled out Jessie! And I said Alicia! And we ran across this room full of celebrities in New York and embraced. She said I’ve been longing to meet you for years, and I said I’ve been longing to meet you for years… . And then we sort of laughed and cried together. It was quite absurd. 

			Lily wanted nothing more than to laugh and play with the other girls at the rehearsal, but her “watchdog” was having none of that. As soon as the ten-year-old had finished her numbers, Guggy scooped her up and spirited her away to her dressing room for a nap or tutoring. Worse still, Lily’s being the youngest performer in the production necessitated a private room for changing costumes and daily lessons—the London County Council insisted—making it all too easy for Guggy to keep her charge a virtual prisoner. Of course, the private room led to further jealousies among the children. 

			Little did they know that the solitary confinement was more like a punishment for the lonely young girl. It broke Lily’s heart that they thought her snooty when she wasn’t; and Guggy prevented her from convincing them otherwise. 

			George Shurley, however, was perfectly happy for his little star to have preferential treatment. He had known right away that Lily Marks was special. The combination of her tiny size and adult stage demeanor would be a guaranteed crowd pleaser, and he invented ways to emphasize both those traits. 

			Lily made three appearances in the panto, the first, ironically enough, as a poppy, the role Pavlova had danced that so won the girl’s heart at Queen’s Hall. But where Pavlova was the epitome of ethereal grace, Lily’s entrance was played for laughs. The scene was a cornfield at harvest time and after a big theatrical number, the stage was suddenly deserted, save for a single small sheaf of corn. Suddenly—out pops this tiny girl. No one could believe that any living person could have been completely hidden behind this insignificant corn sheaf. 

			As this was Lily’s first-ever professional appearance, it was the ideal entrance, because the audience applauded before she even began to perform. In her personal memoirs, Markova later explained the pressures she was under at that time, something she wasn’t able to share with anyone else:

			My secret fear all through the rehearsals for Dick Whittington was that having always danced to a piano when I had appeared before on stage, I might not recognize my music when I heard it played by the Orchestra. I would lie awake at nights worrying myself to death about this, and not having the courage to confide in anyone. 

			When at last the morning for the Orchestral Call, I was absolutely sick with fright as I waited shaking behind the cornsheaf from which I made my entrance. The music started and out I jumped, and was amazed to hear what then sounded to me the loveliest music I had ever heard, and I was aware that I could just go on dancing and dancing, the music was my inspiration. 

			I had been fond of music since as a baby I had played the family gramophone at every available opportunity, but until that morning, I had not realized how much music really meant to me as a dancer. As soon as I could, I learned to memorize a score by ear, which is quite a hard thing to do, and also all the different instruments, and I have found it invaluable in my career.

			With the audience already on her side, Lily made the most of her poppy pizzicato, delighting them all the more. They were equally charmed by her second appearance as a costumed butterfly. But neither of those roles prepared anyone for Lily’s denouement—the harem dance at the Sultan’s palace. 

			“It was my very big number which used to stop the show,” Markova amusingly reminisced years later. “It was a dance not en pointes, [but] unusually in bare feet, and it was kind of a Salome dance—very dramatic. And I think I must have been very funny when I did that—this very serious child with two green stones on my fingers—you know which I used like snakes. There were all kinds of exotic movements.”

			Markova described the finale in her personal journals:

			I can remember that at the end I finished with about 32 bars of very fast pirouettes and then let out a piercing scream as I fell flat on my back. The audience gasped for a moment thinking I had hurt myself, but when they realized it was part of the dance, the applause would break out with a deafening roar. 

			Frankly, I enjoyed lying there listening to it whilst I waited for a six foot tall “Slave” to come and carry me off. When I think of this scene, it was most effective and one most commented on. No one since has ever thought of letting me use my voice to such good advantage on the stage!

			Falling backward at each performance had a more lasting effect as well. “You remember how in Giselle at the end of the Mad Scene, I lift my arm as if to tell Albrecht something, then fall suddenly backwards and crumple up?” Markova told a reporter years later. “It always took the audience by surprise. Well, I learned that fall in panto in Kennington.” 

			And though few prima ballerina assolutas begin their careers in commercial theater, Markova thought it most instructive. “I loved it because I learned then about all the flying and the trap doors and quick changes and—how should I say—maybe I learned to be a professional when I was ten.”

			Another talent she picked up at Kennington was mastering the art of sleeping on cue, as Guggy insisted she take naps between performances. The adult Markova found that enormously helpful during exhaustive cross-country train trips traversing the United States in the 1930s and ‘40s.

			Also of future value was Markova’s new stage moniker. “Lily” was forever dropped in favor of her middle name, which was the same as her great-grandmother’s. Alicia Marks sounded much more professional. 

			Though much of the promotional material for Dick Whittington had already been printed by the time Alicia’s contract was finalized, George Shurley created a special add-on billing advertisement:

			“Little Alicia—The Child Pavlova—as première danseuse.” 

			It was a lot to live up to, but the press ate it up:

			“Little Alicia, described as ‘The Child Pavlova,’ more than justifies the title.”—Sunday Times

			“ … a wonderful youngster, aptly named ‘The Child Pavlova,’ who gives a solo exhibition of remarkable grace and beauty for one so young.”—News of the World

			“Little Alicia, ‘The Child Pavlova,’ is a very accomplished ballerina in miniature, and even in the trying dance of Salome suggested much of its grim power.”—Daily Telegraph

			Someone else who admired Alicia’s Dick Whittington performance was dancer Anton Dolin, then going by his birth name of Patrick Healey-Kay (actually, Francis Patrick Chippendall Healey-Kay). Patte, as he was always called, later selected Anton for his first name after Chekov, with two successive stage last names: Patrikayev, suggested by Sergei Diaghilev, and eventually Dolin, which stuck. 

			At age sixteen, Patte was actively auditioning for professional dancing roles. The same year Lily was in Dick Whittington, he had tried out for a J. B. Mulholland-produced pantomime at the King’s Theatre in Hammersmith. Though the teenager didn’t get the part, Mulholland suggested he go see “Little Alicia” in Kennington, whom he called a “wonder child.” The producer thought the two youngsters might dance together for him some day. He even arranged for two free tickets for a performance to which Patrick took his mother.

			Dolin rather dramatically described his reaction to seeing Alicia on stage for the first time:

			There, in a circle of flame, dressed in an exotic Eastern costume, bejeweled, and with a veil over her head, was a tiny figure… . Slowly the veil was lifted, and the most serious face came into view. No make-up could ever have enhanced the oriental contour of her features. They were Sphinx-like… .

			Though she looked such a child, her dancing was sensational in its ease, attack, and precision.

			Dolin kept poking his mother throughout Alicia’s act. He was astonished. “I was extremely impressed with this little girl. I asked my mother for a bob [shilling] so I could buy her some flowers and I left them for her at the stage door.”

			They were delivered to the ten-year-old danseuse anonymously. Dolin would later fess up to being Alicia’s secret admirer—pleasing her no end—when the two met later that year at the dance studio of Princess Seraphine Astafieva. It was the premier dancing academy in London, with an illustrious teacher right out of Hollywood central casting. 

			Born in 1876 to Prince Alexander Astafiev of St. Petersburg, Princess Seraphine Astafieva was a member of the Russian aristocracy. Equally noteworthy, she was a grandniece of the celebrated author Count Leo Tolstoy. And there was one more exalted connection: the Princess’s sister-in-law was Mathilde Kschessinska, the beautiful prima ballerina assoluta of Russia’s Imperial Ballet. 

			It seems Kschessinska was as captivating offstage as on, managing to become the mistress of Tsar Nicholas II and two succeeding Romanov Grand Dukes. (Facilitating behind-the-curtain rendezvous at the Maryinsky Theatre, “a secret passage led from the Grand Duke’s box directly to the stage,” according to dance writer Judith Mackrell.) Kschessinska claimed not to know which nobleman had fathered her son, but her future wealth was assured nonetheless. With that substantial inheritance, the retired ballerina settled in Nice on the French Riviera following the Russian Revolution. War and Peace indeed. 

			Princess Astafieva spent every winter holiday on the Cote d’Azur with her accommodating sister-in-law, a heavenly escape from the climate-challenged London. Though at opposite ends of the economic spectrum, the two had the world of ballet in common.

			Like Kschessinska, the Princess had also studied at the Imperial Ballet School in St. Petersburg, where she became a member of the prestigious Maryinsky company. Tall, slim, and with beautiful long legs, Astafieva was known for an emotionally expressive, rather than classically romantic, balletic style. 

			Diaghilev thought her well suited to his experimental new dance company, inviting her to join the Ballets Russes around 1909. There she met Bronislava Nijinska, who later wrote in her memoir: “Sima [Astafieva], a dancer from the Imperial Theatre, was a charming, witty, cheerful person, and she and I became good friends.” 

			That description would have been inconceivable to visitors at Astafieva’s London studio in the late 1920s, where the aging Princess resembled nothing so much as a mercurial, and often frightening, Miss Havisham.

			What would still ring true, however, was the Princess’s lifelong love of an eccentrically dramatic wardrobe. While Nijinska often found the elaborate Ballets Russes costumes difficult to perform in—as did many of the other company dancers—Astafieva enjoyed the theatricality of it all. 

			In a Paris production of Bayadère Enivrée, Nijinska remembered her friend “carrying a peacock on her shoulder”—she never says if it was dead or alive—and “the vividly colored feathers of the bird’s tail brushed the floor as she performed her oriental dance.” 

			The Princess was equally at home in the jewel-studded, gold brocade costume she wore in the Paris premiere of Mikhail Fokine’s Cleopatra, in which she gave one of her most famous interpretive performances.

			By 1916, Astafieva had moved permanently to London where she became the first distinguished Russian ballerina to open a dance school in the city. She quickly gained an excellent reputation for being the best ballet teacher England had to offer.

			Not surprisingly, the prideful aristocrat selected a historically important London building for her Russian Dance Academy and living quarters. “The Pheasantry” (named for the birds that had been bred there in the mid-1800s) was a landmark 19th-century building on King’s Road in Chelsea. The ornate entrance was marked by an imposing wrought-iron gate, watched over by two formidable stone eagles. (Markova used to call them “vultures waiting for the tired and weary bodies to emerge from class.”) Above the gate was an archway grandly depicting a chariot drawn by four horses. 

			By the early 20th century, the entrance to the school was as shabby chic as its proprietress. The initial impression was rather gloomy, as one had to pass through a maze of dark stone hallways before reaching the studios. Like Alice in Wonderland, one would disappear down the rabbit hole of passageways until reaching an uninviting door up several steps. 

			It was marked by a plate: “Russian Dance Academy.” More than one student never made it that far.

			For the brave souls who persevered, few ever forgot their first meeting with Astafieva, as Chilean dancer Doreen Young recalled:

			Fearfully, I rang the bell.

			The door was opened by a strange apparition in weird drapery and with straggly wisps of hair. I timidly asked for Madame Astafieva and the phantom answered, “Yes, I am” with a strong Russian accent. I managed to say I wanted to study with her. All she said was: “You come tomorrow at half-past ten.” I was perplexed to find the great and glamorous teacher looking like a witch.

			Next morning I joined the school where I spent some of the happiest years of my life… . Madame was transfigured from the strange vision of the previous day into a beautiful woman with a commanding presence.

			Once inside, the practice rooms were far less foreboding. The studio took up the entire first floor of the building, with light streaming through the large windows at each end and a grand open stone fireplace in the middle. Next to it was the bench where friends and hovering mothers of the pupils could sit and quietly watch their charges during class. But even spectators needed a strong stomach, as Princess Astafieva was a stern taskmaster, known to yell, shriek, and reprimand new pupils. That would inevitably lead to a flood of tears, but the Princess always softened to talent, and was a wonderful instructor. 

			Doreen Young eventually became quite close with her teacher:

			Occasionally, Astafieva took me with her on a shopping expedition, when she thought she needed some new item for her wardrobe. She never gave a thought to prudence, and would happily strip off her upper garments in full view of the other customers and of passers-by. I would jump about attempting to cover her, but usually only managed to get in the way. But somehow she always commanded respect, despite her eccentricities.

			She had the most beautiful legs, and never wore [anything] other than white silk stockings, but they were always wrinkled and covered with variegated darns, done by her well-meaning pupils. Somehow, she remained impressive even when dressed in odd frayed shoes, long white stockings, black bloomers, a black silk skirt shortened around the hips with string, a pyjama jacket, an oddment of wool around her shoulders, and a very odd piece of Shetland scarf swathed round her head in the shape of a turban. And, of course, the carrot-coloured wig which presumably she thought preferable to her own hair.

			The Princess’s face makeup matched her stockings—dead white, looking all the more startling with her heavily charcoaled eyes. As to her teaching demeanor, Astafieva’s controlled grace and delicious phrasing was at complete odds to her Miss Havisham-like appearance—often wrapped in tattered chiffon while clutching a gold-handled teaching stick, cigarette holder, or both. She made a point of saying her skirt was “not really dirty, just near-white.”

			Even when quite frail and close to retirement (she would die of cancer in 1934), the Princess retained her extraordinary sense of style. In 1933, she accepted one of her last pupils, Dame Margot Fonteyn, then known by her birth name of Peggy Hookham. Astafieva made a quite indelible impression on Fonteyn when they first met: 

			Tallish, aged about 60, worldly and elegant with slender legs and an indefinable mixture of the stylish with the slightly grubby that only such an aristocratic personality from Czarist Russia could hope to carry off successfully… .

			We [Peggy and her notoriously ambitious stage mother] arrived, apparently, on a day when she was sitting in the dark, inner room in a Russian gloom, both physical and moral. She did not want to accept any more pupils.

			The main reason Peggy and her mother were so set on employing the retiring dance instructor is that they both were in awe of London’s star ballerina, Alicia Markova. She was Peggy’s idol and everything she wished to be as a dancer. Everyone knew Astafieva had been responsible for the young Markova’s training.

			Fonteyn might have felt better about her inhospitable introduction to the mercurial Russian had she known about Markova’s own calamitous reception.

			It would be a story repeated and retold throughout her life. There wasn’t a reporter, interviewer, ballet critic, or fellow dancer who didn’t find the tale entertaining and worthy of embellishment. It became like the children’s game of “telephone,” where a story is whispered from one youngster to another, each remembering different details—changing some and exaggerating others—until the last listener tells his or her version aloud and everyone laughs at the comedic distortions. 

			That the anecdote involved the world-famous Anna Pavlova made it even more irresistible, regardless of language or country.

			The background story was straightforward. After Alicia finished her successful booking in Dick Whittington, Eileen Marks was considering the next step in her daughter’s training. For the time being, the ten-year-old was back in Miss Thorne’s class, soon performing in a charity matinee at London’s Shaftesbury Theatre alongside pupils from the Dance Academy of Princess Seraphine Astafieva. Mrs. Marks watched from the wings as the Russian dance teacher encouraged and supervised each of her charges and, after making inquiries, decided this was the person who could best prepare her daughter for a serious career in the ballet.

			First, here is the story in Markova’s own words, followed by a selection from the countless retellings that appeared in print throughout the years. The tale becomes more and more amusing in its dramatic reinventions.

			From Markova’s personal journals:

			I can remember clearly the morning we set off to call on Madame Astafieva. My mother decided that for this auspicious occasion, she should accompany Gladys [Guggy] and myself and I was very happy that she was with us. We arrived as class was finishing and Madame came over to us; but when she saw my card introducing “Little Alicia—The Child Pavlova,” she was furious and tore the card up and threw it in Mother’s face saying: “You silly woman. Why do you waste my time with such nonsense? Child Pavlova!! It is outrageous,” and she slammed the door on us.

			I was mortified but not so my mother. She was an extraordinarily sweet woman, famous for her great charm, but she was also Irish and for anyone to behave like that to her and her daughter was too much. She rang again and when Madame came to open the door she told her what she thought of her and also that she was making a big mistake by not at least seeing her daughter dance. Whether it was Mother’s indignation or my tears of genuine disappointment that changed Madame’s mind, we shall never know, but she condescended to let me dance for her.

			This made me happy as I felt sure that once she saw what I could do she would feel differently towards me. The number I danced was Valse Caprice which was one of my favorite pieces of music at that time. [It had been a favorite of Pavlova’s as well.] At the end, Madame came over and threw her arms round me and kissing me on both cheeks said, “I shall be happy to teach you to dance, little one, but there are certain things that you will have to realize … you must work hard, terribly hard, and as you are so frail, you must be wrapped in cotton-wool and treated like a racehorse.”

			These conditions didn’t frighten me. All that mattered was that she had accepted me as a pupil and I knew in my mind and with all my heart I would do my very best to justify her hopes of me. So began a new life.

			Compare that to this excerpt from the magazine article, “Alicia Markova,” by Basanta Koomar Roy, Dance Magazine, 1943:

			“No-no-no! No-no-no! I won’t teach the child that disgraces the great name of our Pavlova. There is only one Pavlova in the world, and she is our Russian Anna Pavlova. I won’t teach this little thing. No-no-no! No-no-no!” cried the outraged ballerina.

			The mother was broken-hearted. Alicia was sad, and a little frightened by the explosive temper of the teacher. Slowly tears began to gather in the beautiful and tender eyes of the child. With her eyes glistening Alicia looked up into the eyes of the Princess. Tears in such precious eyes at once melted the heart of the Russian Princess. The tempest of her temper quickly subsided. She gently asked the child to dance for her.
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