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1    A VAGABOND SOUL

Early one morning when six-year-old Rosa Kolesnikova woke up, she remembered first of all that she was on the train, and then she noticed the three Nureyev girls sitting on the bunk opposite. The toddler was whimpering, and her eight-year-old sister was trying to comfort her. She saw to her annoyance that her friend Lilia, who was also six, had taken her toy and was clutching it. Their mother was nowhere to be seen. Something was going on. In the corridor people were rushing back and forth talking excitedly, but no one would say what was happening. Later she noticed that next door there were sheets curtaining off the Nureyev compartment and doctors in white coats were going in and out. Tyotya-Farida must be ill. Throughout the morning, making some excuse, she and the other children jostled to see if they could peek through a crack in the screen of sheets, but her mother would call them back and try to distract them. “Look, Lake Baikal! Lake Baikal! Isn’t it beautiful?” she cried.

It was a cold, clear morning, and the lake, a sunlit ocean of ice, seemed to merge with the far-off white mountain ridges of Khamar Daban. For most of the day the train traveled along the southwestern shore beneath sheer cliffs and steep woods, offering sudden dazzling views of Baikal as it threaded through the tunnels. With its legend of the vengeful Old Man Baikal, who hurled a huge rock at his runaway daughter, the lake was a wonder for children: Its size alone was breathtaking—four hundred miles long and one mile deep in the middle. By late afternoon, however, its fascination had worn off, and everyone was glad to get to the Mongolian city of Ulan-Ude, where the train stopped for several hours.

Almost all the passengers went into town to shop in the trading arcades and the poplar-lined main street, Leninskaya Ulitsa. When they returned, one or two of the women came up to the children with a large box and told them to look inside. There they saw a tiny baby swaddled tightly: “We bought him in Ulan-Ude,” they said, laughing. “It’s a little Tatar brother for the Nureyev girls!” Rosa found this hard to believe. It didn’t make sense that a Tatar child would be for sale in a place full of people who looked so foreign, with their big foreheads and slanting eyes. Besides, before they arrived, she had heard the adults talking about a new baby on the train. Rosa had a six-month-old brother of her own, but even so she was full of envy of the Nureyev sisters and tremendously excited. “We were all in ecstasies, and in the carriage there was such jubilation! It was like a holiday, with everyone happy and wanting to share in the celebration.”

Word of the event spread quickly, and for the rest of the day people crowded into the carriage to see the new arrival: Rudolf Nureyev’s first audience. His birth, he would later say, was the most romantic event of his life, symbolic of his future statelessness and nomadic existence. It was to be a life lived mostly en route to places, navigated by what he called his “vagabond soul.” To Rosa he was never Rudolf or even Rudik, its diminutive, but Malchik kotoriy rodilsay v poezde said in one breath as a name: The-boy-who-was-born-on-a-train.

The order for the soldiers’ families to leave had come suddenly. Almost full term in her pregnancy, Farida Nureyeva knew she was taking a risk by traveling at this stage, but she had had no choice. For the last two months, Farida and Ekaterina, Rosa’s mother, had regularly gone together to the authorities to find out when they were going to be permitted to join their husbands, who were serving in the Red Army’s Far Eastern Division. One delay had followed another until at last, at the beginning of March 1938, the wives were told that a military train would be leaving that night.

The children were asleep by the time the trucks arrived, and after waking them and bundling them in blankets, Farida left the barracks of Alkino, her home for the past nine months, and started for the station in Ufa, about forty kilometers away, where the train was waiting. There were two carriages set aside for the women and children, and a special wagon for their luggage. The compartments opened straight onto the corridor without the privacy of doors, but they were clean and quite comfortable, with an unoccupied single row of bunks on the opposite side, which all the children on the train immediately converted into a play area. “It was the best of times! There was such a spirit of adventure and excitement.” Most of the wives were young, already friends, and delighted to be going to their husbands, whom they hadn’t seen for several months. They were all very kind and solicitous toward Farida, making sure she had everything she needed, and each day one of the two doctors on board would come and check up on her.

The train traveled at varying speeds, sometimes racketing along, sometimes stopping for hours while waiting to be hooked up to another engine. At stations there was usually a straggle of babushki selling little piles of wares—scallions, pickled gherkins, curds, smoked fish—but the women rarely bought anything, as the soldiers appointed to take care of them brought them provisions as well as hot water for tea and for washing. The children would have liked to get out and run along the platform, but their mothers were reluctant to let them go: They never knew when the train was going to leave. After nearly two weeks of traveling, everyone was growing restless, “Is the Far East far?” became the children’s endless refrain. “That’s why the day the little boy was born stuck in the memory. Given all the monotony, expectation, and boredom, you couldn’t forget such an event in a lifetime.”

Rudolf Nureyev was “shaken out of the womb” as the train ran alongside Lake Baikal around midday on March 17, 1938. Farida was euphoric. Not only was the baby born safely, but at last she had the son her husband longed for. When the train stopped in Ulan-Ude, she asked one of the women to accompany her eldest daughter, also called Rosa, a solemn, responsible girl, to send a telegram to her husband, Hamet, with the news, even though she felt sure he wouldn’t believe it. Once before, when her second daughter, Lilia, was born, Farida had sent word that she had given birth to a boy—“She lied because she longed to make him happy,” Rudolf wrote in his memoir. It is far more likely, however, that as Hamet’s work kept him away for long periods, her motive was to persuade him to return to their village. If so, it worked. “Overjoyed, Father came home on leave as soon as he could and found out that the ‘boy’ was Lida [Lilia]. He was speechless and utterly miserable.”

By 1938 Farida had been married to Hamet for nearly nine years, although they had spent much of that time apart. When they first met, in the city of Kazan in the late twenties, he was still a student, studying Tatar philology and the new ideology of Communism at the academy there. He was not then the rigid army officer he later became, but a debonair young man full of ambition and ideals. A studio portrait of Hamet at twenty-five, dressed in pinstripe trousers, dress shirt, and bow tie, shows him sitting at a café table with an equally handsome friend, cigarette in hand; they look like a pair of Parisian flaneurs. Two years younger than Hamet and also of slight build, Farida herself was extremely attractive, with long sleek black hair parted in the middle, and dark round eyes. She rarely laughed, but had a quiet sense of humor that showed in her wry, closed smile: “It came from inside as in a Rembrandt picture.” Although she had no education, she was bright and, like Hamet, self-confident and proud, giving relatives the impression that they both considered themselves a touch above their families.

The couple could not have chosen a more romantic place for their courtship than Kazan, with its elegant arcades and parks, and its skyline of minarets. There was a summer theater, a bandstand and chairs, the beautiful fountain encircled with birch trees in the Lyadskoy Gardens, and the limestone-white kremlin on the hill from which one could look down at the boats far below on the Kazanka River. They both retained their nostalgia for the city, and years later would sing such Kazakh duets together as the “Tower of Kazan,” a plaintive ballad about the Tatar queen who chose to jump to her death from its upper terrace rather than forsake her birthplace. Before the revolution, Kazan had ninety-one houses of worship—monasteries, mosques, and cathedrals—but by 1928, when Hamet and Farida were living there, many had been demolished by the Bolsheviks or were being used as administrative and storage buildings. Although brought up as Muslims—Hamet’s father was a mullah—both were now party members, having been more than willing to exchange their religious beliefs for faith in the Communist regime. For them, as Rudolf said, the revolution was “a miracle,” opening up the possibility of educating themselves and sending their children to university, an opportunity previously undreamed of by peasant families.

Tugulbay, where Farida was born in 1905, was a large, relatively wealthy Tatar village near Kazan. Most households had a cow, but her parents, the Agilivulyevni, were poor, as there were four daughters and only one son to work the land. Farida’s brother, Valiula, was fifteen years older than she, and when their mother and father died during the typhus epidemic, he took her and her three sisters—Gafia, Gandalip, and Sharide—to live with his family in the city. Valiula’s second wife, who was much younger than her husband, resented the sudden arrival of the four girls and loaded them with domestic chores. He, on the other hand, was kind and caring, and did everything he could to make them happy. Valiula had a phonograph and encouraged his sisters to sing and dance, and he sent them to school. Farida received an elementary education, learning to read and write in Arabic (but not in Russian), and left with no special qualifications. At first she worked for her sister-in-law as a nanny, but there was a good deal of conflict between them. Then, in the early twenties, during the period of NEP—the New Economic Policy, which encouraged private enterprise—Valiula opened a bakery-restaurant near the Kirov Gardens, where all the sisters helped out. They loved being there: It meant that they were never hungry, and sometimes there were so many relatives sitting at the tables that there was no room for customers. Farida became an excellent cook, producing kabartmi (fried round cakes) from salty dough, and mastering the technique of making pelmeni, a type of dumpling, which remained her specialty. She was, her family claims, “very good at attracting customers,” and would stand at the stall outside the restaurant singing out her wares to passersby. One of them might well have been twenty-five-year-old Hamet Nureyev, who claimed to have fallen in love with Farida “because of her good looks and sweet musical voice.”

In his Bashkirian village of Asanova, Hamet was known as Nuriakhamet Nuriakhametovich Fasliyev, the son of Nuriakhamet Fasliyevich Fasliyev. Saying he “wanted to be different,” he chose to use the shortened “Hamet” and to combine his patronym with his surname when he left for the city. As children he and his brother, Nurislam, attended the local madrassa until 1917, when the Bolsheviks closed it down, at which point fourteen-year-old Hamet went to the village school for the next four years. His father, although no longer permitted to hold services, and forced to work in the fields, continued to be thought of as the mullah by the locals, most of whom still observed Muslim traditions and festivals.

With their two sons and three daughters—Saima, Fatima, and Jamila—the Fasliyevs lived in a long narrow wooden isba at the edge of the village, the largest house in Asanova. It was a comfortable existence, with animals in the barns and rows of vegetables growing in the backyard. Across the dusty road was the Karmazan River, where the children spent so much of their time, swimming and fishing all summer in the bend where the water was deep and clean, and skating when it iced over in the winter months. During these long dark evenings the family gathered for music sessions, singing folk songs and dancing to Hamet’s accompaniment on the accordion or harmonica. Sometimes, on a fine day, he sat on a bench outside the house and played for the local children, who sat cross-legged or danced around him.

In contrast to their neighbors, many of whom were illiterate, the Fasliyevs were one of the most educated families in the village. The siblings were encouraged to work hard, which Hamet did obsessively: “Studying was his passion.” In 1921, when the famine years began, the school was shut down and the sole priority became the search for food. Asanova’s mortality rate rose by the day; some villagers were forced to exist on libeda, a kind of gruel made from grass. Hamet had no choice but to join the workers in the fields until conditions improved. By 1925 he was working as an isbach in charge of the village club, organizing lectures on political issues, stocking the small library with propagandist literature, and arranging social evenings with dances and films. All the same he was restless. At twenty-two, he knew there was nothing but a peasant’s life for him in Asanova, which to this day remains a backward village of primitive shacks. He felt he had to escape; young people were migrating to the cities to work, and Hamet wanted to be one of them. Kazan, the Tatar capital, a center of science, culture, industry, and commerce, was the obvious place to go. Deciding that military life was where his future lay, Hamet joined Kazan’s cavalry school as a private in charge of horses; but either too impatient or too proud to work his way up through the ranks, he left after two years to continue his studies, enrolling at the Tatar Academy.

Farida, who met him at this time, had set her heart on going to the teachers’ training college on the wide boulevard of Gruzinskaya Street, and when she married Hamet in May 1929 he promised her that after his course was completed it would be her turn to study. By the end of that year, however, Farida was pregnant, and by the following summer they had left Kazan for good. It had begun to look as if the promise the city had offered them had failed. Following the arrest in 1928 of Sultan Galiev, a prominent supporter of Muslim Communism appointed by Stalin, a number of other leaders of the republic—teachers, intellectuals, and writers—were being prosecuted. Tatar autonomy was under threat and, uneasy about the outcome, Hamet decided to take his new wife back to his village. Stalin had just announced a radical switch from individual peasant farming to mass collectivization, and seeing in the changes an opportunity for self-advancement, Hamet volunteered himself as a senior worker in the Karmazan kolkhoz, Asanova’s state farm.

It is not possible, as Robert Conquest has written in The Harvest of Sorrow, to separate collectivization from the savage policy of dekulakization, which took place at the same time. Those who had worked hard through NEP and managed to buy a horse or a cow were now branded kulaks, an enemy class that Stalin set out to liquidate (63 percent of these peasant families were either shot, imprisoned, or deported). In Asanova, a poor village, there were no arrests, although locals still remember one rich landowner—“The last capitalist!” according to eighty-five-year-old Hamza Usman Ula—in the Bayor forest who had hired paid workers and suddenly disappeared. Ula, a “Son of Stalin,” as he still calls himself, remembers Hamet’s return and his attempts to persuade people of the benefits of collectivization. For many peasants it was abhorrent to have to hand over land, animals, and equipment to the state. Their only resistance was violence, and throughout the country hundreds of murders and terrorist acts took place, many people choosing to destroy their livestock and crops rather than enter the kolkhoz. Even though few Asanova inhabitants were party members, Hamet, who along with two fellow villagers had been appointed proselytizers, found that he faced no serious opposition: “People liked him,” Ula said. “He was smart and he knew how to talk to people.”

By the fall of 1930 Farida was pregnant again: Her studying days were over before they had even begun. Hamet, however, was determined to continue. After working for eighteen months in a regional insurance office to earn enough money to support the family, he enrolled at the highest Communist kolkhoz school in the city of Ufa, about sixty kilometers away, for a three-year course in agriculture, eventually taking charge of his group. As Hamet’s work often took him to other villages in the area, Farida was left to bring up their children alone. He was away one dreadful day when the new baby, Lilia, developed meningitis, and she lost her hearing because Farida was unable to get her to a doctor in time. “It was March or April and the roads were mud. How could she have walked ten kilometers from Asanova to Kushnarenkova with two small girls?” remarks Lilia’s daughter, Alfia. “It was Hamet’s fault,” she told me. “She never forgave him for it.” As if acknowledging his culpability, Hamet was always especially tender toward Lilia, his favorite daughter, whom he would never punish. He was a good man who loved his wife and children, but his family was never his priority. Driven to succeed, he was becoming increasingly involved in local politics, and from 1935 to 1937 he worked as a political instructor for a party department in the Nurimanovsky region.

Over the next two years the Terror intensified. Along with the mass repressions and murders and arrests of leading writers and scholars, Stalin and the NKVD struck at the best cadres of the Red Army, destroying tens of thousands of loyal commanders and commissars. These enormous losses were Hamet’s gain. Profiting from the decimation of the military high command, he was among a second wave of recruits with the most basic military training to be appointed as politruks, a type of thought police employed by battalions to instill ideological orthodoxy in the men. A staunch Communist, competent worker, and extremely popular leader, Hamet was ideal for the job. He could even draw on his religious upbringing. “We were like priests,” a former politruk explains. “The goals were the same. You had to communicate and inspire, take care of people’s spirits.” Hamet began by working in an artillery unit, and within a year was promoted to senior politruk and sent to the Soviet-Manchurian border. Badly affected by the purges, the Special Army of the Far East was now increasing its numbers to deal with the recent deterioration of relations between Russia and Japan.

The greatest number of the new gulags were in the Russian Far East. It was there that “enemies of the nation” were sent, herded by the hundreds into the infamous Stolypin penal wagons bound for Vladivostok. Following the very track along which Rudolf was born were the shaven-headed women of car number 7, stricken with dysentery, scurvy, and malnutrition and rationed to a mug of water a day, whom Eugenia Ginzburg describes so powerfully in Journey into the Whirlwind. Their destination was a prison camp, to which they were marched by brutal guards in ranks of five, whereas Farida and the Ufa women and children ended their journey at Razdolnoye, a small town near the Chinese border, where they were met by a jubilant group of soldiers—the husbands and fathers who were waiting on the platform to welcome them.

Not far from the station up a main highway was a military settlement where the Nureyevs were billeted, sharing with several other families a long, single-story building, which for some reason was known as “Under the Roofs of Paris,” after the film (and eponymous song) Sous les Toits de Paris. The children loved Razdolnoye, which had a park where they could sleep out in hammocks on hot nights, an open-air cinema, and special activities organized for them by the army. Several families had portable phonographs (“Pettiphones,” they were called), and in summer with all the windows opened wide, in every corner of the camp the latest popular tunes were played—probably the first music the infant Rudik heard. It was a comfortable, cocooned existence, with only an occasional hint of the horrors taking place around them. “Another musician or singer would be arrested and then we’d have to stop playing his records.” That summer in Vladivostok, where Farida once took the girls as a treat to shop for dolls, the poet Osip Mandelstam lay in a transit camp half demented and dying of starvation.

The hostilities between Russia and Japan were just beginning. In July, Hamet left his family for two months to join his battalion in defending a hill above Lake Khasan. This successful rout of the Japanese was directed by Marshal Vasily Blyukher, commander in chief of the Far Eastern Front, who immediately afterward was mystifyingly arrested and shot on Stalin’s orders. These were dangerously unpredictable times. Although Hamet remained with his artillery regiment for another year, he spent much of his time working on ways to get a transfer. “He wanted the family to go to Moscow. He wanted that for Lilia.”

In Razdolnoye there was a kindergarten where Lilia was able to participate in games and communicate with the children in a sign language of sorts, but there was no school in the region that would accept children with disabilities; the only specialized institution for the deaf was in Moscow. Farida later told Rudolf that it had been her dream to educate her children in the capital—“She wanted us to go to better schools and eventually to university”—and she was ecstatic when Hamet’s request was granted. “My mother wished that we had a Russian education. She even forbade my father to speak Tatar with us. That way it happened that, although paternally and maternally being Tatars, we spoke exclusively Russian.”

In August 1939 the family, this time accompanied by their father, set off once again on the long rail journey through the Urals and on to Moscow. Hamet began work immediately as a politruk in the artillery school on Horoshevskoye Street, opposite which they had settled into a small second-floor room. Over the next two years—the most stable period of Rudolf’s early childhood—the baby would be lulled to sleep by the sound of trains rattling along the track beyond the back fence. As Hamet’s work was so close to home, the soldiers became part of the family, playing with the children and sometimes smuggling the sisters under their coats into the local cinema. But such well-being was short-lived. In June 1941, when Hitler invaded Russia, Hamet was sent to the Western Front, and the military families were ordered to evacuate the city immediately. His division went on to help mount one of the most spectacularly successful counterattacks in history: the defense of Moscow, for which, despite his lack of military experience, Hamet was decorated for bravery.

Although told to leave Moscow with only essentials, by turning a metal washtub into a makeshift trunk Farida even managed to fit in their samovar. She and the children were billeted in the village of Shuchye, at the foot of the Ural Mountains, where they were given the most basic accommodation, sharing a room in a primitive isba with an old Russian couple who still clung to their Orthodox beliefs. Rudolf’s first memories were of being gently shaken awake at dawn by the man or his wife, and led to kneel in front of an icon of the Virgin, kept constantly lit by an oil lamp: “The peasants there gave me potatoes when I prayed with them, sweet, frozen potatoes. My poor mother suffered when she saw me.… Brought up as a Muslim she had to watch her son praying to an icon in order to get something to eat.”

These were the years Rudolf called his “potato period,” a time defined by hunger, cold, and loneliness. The winter of 1941 was one of the coldest on record, with snow piled up in dirty mountains on either side of the village lane, a “narrow, frightening path” on which he played with no companions, games, or toys. Almost everything had been left behind in Moscow, and except for a set of colored pencils and paper animals Farida had bought to comfort him after he burned himself on their primus stove, Rudolf had no possessions he could call his own—a deprivation he never forgot.

In 1942 Hamet, now serving as commissar of a mine battalion, arranged for the family to move into his brother Nurislam’s apartment in Ufa. This small industrial town, the capital of Bashkiria, was just beginning to expand as factories (producing mostly arms and military equipment) were being moved there from Moscow and Leningrad as a safety precaution during the war. Today the city sprawls from the old center along six-lane Stalinist boulevards as far as what used to be the town of Chernikovsk and incorporating Glumilino, the village in between. When the Nureyev family arrived it was rare to see a car in Ufa, and only the main roads were paved with asphalt; Sverdlova Street, where they lived first, was a muddy half-cobbled lane with single- or two-story isbas backing onto a yard, characteristic of the old quarters of many Russian towns.

Although picturesque from the outside with their lacy, pastel blue wooden shutters, these little log cabins made grim dwellings: dark and cramped. Their second-floor “apartment” was a room nine meters square, but at least they had it to themselves, as Nurislam was away at the front and his family was living elsewhere. Soon, though, Farida was able to find more spacious accommodation around the corner on Zentsova Street, where they also had more light as there were two windows facing the street and two more overlooking the yard. Remembering the kitchen and outside lavatory shared with eight other families, Rudolf was appalled in retrospect by the conditions in which he spent his childhood: “Six people and a dog, all in one room. At night I could never stretch out completely and during the day I pretended for hours to read something, but I couldn’t with everybody watching me.” On the other hand, communal habitation was the life most people knew, and it had its compensations. “These days you don’t know the name of your neighbor, but before we used to live as one family. If somebody needed something they would come and ask; if there was sorrow in one family it was sorrow for all families; if a letter arrived from the war it would be joy for the whole house.”

Everyone had approximately the same amount of money except for the Nureyevs: “When the family first moved in they had nothing. Just an old wooden bed with a cloth on top and one blanket. Some of the neighbors tried to help and made a mattress for them by stuffing fabric with straw.” Farida was a fanatical housekeeper all the same, so fastidious that despite prizing every morsel of food, she would still cut off the outside of the bread and discard it, aware from her own experience of the unsanitary conditions of bakeries. Later they acquired a table made of planks that became the focal point of their life. For Rudolf, though, there was nothing cozily familial about these days, but only hardship and constant hunger:


I remember those endless six-month-long winters in Ufa without light and almost no food. I remember, too, Mother trudging off in the snow to bring back a few pounds of potatoes on which we were to live for a Week.… When Mother had gone off on one of her exhausting trips in search of something to eat … my sisters and I would crawl into bed and try to sleep. We had sold everything we possessed and everything we could possibly exchange for food: my father’s civilian clothes, his belts, his braces, his boots.



It was to Asanova that Farida made regular excursions on foot, a grueling trek of sixty kilometers, but worth every step, as the Fasliyevs were generous with their crops and livestock, and would either share what they had or exchange food for army coupons. Setting off at around five in the morning, she would tow an empty sled behind her, hoping to have a sack full of provisions for the journey home—mostly potatoes but often flour, milk, eggs, and once even a goose. The landscape, especially in winter, was drearily monotonous, its endless horizon broken occasionally by hamlets of brightly painted isbi surrounded by picket fences. When she reached the Podimalovsky Forest, notorious for its bandits, she would wait at the edge for a group of people to arrive, then cross it with them, as it was far too dangerous to pass through alone. At nightfall once, in a wood near the village, Farida noticed what she thought at first were fireflies all around, then realized they were the yellow-blue eyes of animals moving slowly toward her: She was encircled by wolves. Grabbing the blanket she had brought along to stop the potatoes from freezing, Farida set it alight, scaring the creatures away.

Arriving at last at the track that leads to Asanova, she counted the telegraph poles to see how much longer the journey would take—there were twenty per kilometer—and as she approached the family house would see the eager faces of her nieces and nephews waiting at the window. “Farida-apa is here! Ura!” they would cry, running out to greet her. In summer Rudolf and his sisters often accompanied Farida—the only vacation they ever had. Madim, Hamet’s mother, would prepare the house for their arrival, sluicing the floors so that they were cool and fresh, and ensuring that there was always plenty to eat, even meat for shashliks. The children slept on the big veranda or in the barns scented with sweet drying grass, and spent whole days on the river until they were gypsy-brown, swimming and throwing bread to net little fish they brought back for supper.

By 1943 Rudik, age five, was old enough to go to kindergarten, which meant that Farida could get a job. She had been ashamed when her son, whom she had carried on her back to school as he had no shoes, had been teased by the other children and called bomsch, the Tatar word for “beggar.” She began working in the local factory that produced ice cream and kefir (a yogurt drink), but was obliged to race back during her lunch break to provide a midday meal for her family, still dressed in her uniform of blue smock, white headscarf, and rubber boots. (The factory floor was awash with water, causing the arthritis from which she suffered for the rest of her life.) The only perk was having access to ice cream wafers, which she and a couple of the other women occasionally managed to smuggle through the bars of the windows to their children. “If their supervisor had caught them they would have got five years in prison,” said Federat Musin, who remembers standing waiting under the window with Rudik.

Farida was prepared to take the risk since they were still desperately short of food. “Before the end of the war we really had nothing to eat,” Rudolf remembered. He once fainted from hunger at school, and to earn extra rubles, he collected old newspapers or used bottles, which he washed and sold back to the shop. When Hamet sent the family European chocolate from the front, Farida ground it into cocoa to sell at the market. Life was a bitter struggle, but Farida was determined that the children would have the best she could give them. “In great poverty still you create a sense of luxury. Mother said I was very sensitive as a child. She never wanted me to see unpleasant things. She saw that I reacted badly to something ugly.”

For a New Year’s Eve treat Farida bought a single ticket for the ballet, hoping to find a way to smuggle her whole family inside. At the entrance to Ufa’s red-brick opera house, all five found themselves pushed through the doors by an impatient, elbowing crowd, and in the confusion were driven right into the auditorium. Even before the overture began, Rudolf was mesmerized; the wonder of the theater’s crystal chandeliers, stuccoed interior, classical murals, and velvet curtains patterned with colored dancing lights transported him at once from the gray world he knew. “And then the gods came dancing.” Song of the Cranes, a three-act work based on a popular national tale about a bird-woman pursued by a hunter, is Bashkiria’s Swan Lake. The star that night was Zaituna Nazretdinova, Ufa’s own prima ballerina, her feminine, folksy movements in spectacular contrast to those of the charismatic leader of the hunters, who ends his solo by draining a bottle and flinging it off the stage. The drama seemed to speak directly to the seven-year-old, who felt utterly possessed and somehow “called.” “I knew. That’s it, that’s my life, that will be my function. I wanted to be everything onstage.”

By May 1945 the war in Europe was over and Russian soldiers began returning home. Full of excitement, Farida and the children went to meet the first train from the front, scanning the faces of the uniformed men in the crowd, but Hamet was not among them. They went back to the station again and again, feeling more despondent each time, until at last a letter arrived from Hamet saying that he was staying in Germany and would soon be sending for them. He was then working as a deputy commander helping to repatriate Soviet citizens—a welcome respite, however anticlimactic, from the action in which he had been involved. His rifle division had formed part of the Second Belorussian Front, which advanced across the Oder River, marching through Poland to the frontier, and helped to bring about Russia’s victory over Germany. (For his “battle merits” throughout these military operations, Hamet received two medals.)

As politruk of a battalion he was expected to be a leader. “You ran in front of the soldiers shouting, ‘For Stalin! The Motherland!’ secretly praying to God as the bombs crashed round you.” Loved by his soldiers, he not only inspired them to fight more bravely but acted as a confidant, listening to their problems and needs. His easy camaraderie shines out in a photograph in which he sits in a field surrounded by smiling comrades, one of whom, no more than a teenager, is playing the accordion. In another picture the boy is accompanying a comically stiff group of waltzing uniformed men, an event that Hamet, a keen amateur photographer, is likely to have captured himself on film as well as choreographed, as he made it part of his job to arrange samodeyatelnost—singing and dancing groups.

It was in allowing himself to become too close to his men that led to Hamet becoming involved in a party in Poland that got out of hand. Brought up as a Muslim, he was unlikely to have been drunk himself, but was nevertheless held responsible and given a strict reprimand. This, combined with the offense—foreshadowing his son’s future behavior in Paris in 1961—of “communicating with foreigners” (socializing with Polish soldiers), led to his demotion from the rank of major. In August 1946, having worked for a year as a senior instructor in the political department of a “capturing brigade” of the army, Hamet discovered that he was being retired. A character report cited, “He has a general education, but not a special military one, which badly affects his work. In addition, his knowledge of Russian is poor.” Hamet’s sudden discharge following his demotion was a humiliating blow, completely negating the medals he had won. It was a disillusioned and bitter man who returned to Ufa that summer to a family to whom he was virtually a stranger.

Except for a postcard he received from the front—“My dear son Rudik! I’m saying hello to everybody, Rosa, Razida, Lilia, and Mama. I’m alive and healthy, Your father, Nureyev”—Rudolf had had no contact with Hamet, and held no childhood memories of him. His first impression was of “a severe, very powerful man with a strong chin and a heavy jaw-line—an unknown force that rarely smiled, rarely spoke and who scared me.” Surrounded from birth by females, Rudolf had had no man in his life until then: Both his grandfathers were dead, his uncle was at war, and so were most of the men in the neighborhood. Suddenly he found himself supplanted in the household as the only male, and subjected to a whole new set of curfews and rules.

It was hard for Rudolf to obey and respect a man who had allowed his family to go hungry, and there was something comical as well as intimidating about his father’s punctilious military manner. Every evening when he came back from his job as a security guard in a factory, Hamet took off his cap with his left hand and raked his hair with his right, staring straight ahead and never smiling. The ritual was always the same. On the other hand, Rudolf, like his sisters, felt awkwardly in awe of Hamet and wasn’t able to look him directly in the eye. When the children addressed him they would use the formal vy rather than ty (the equivalents of the French vous and tu), which clearly hurt him. “I told him it was because we hadn’t seen him for eight years,” said Razida.

With his immense pride in having a son, Hamet came back from the war “wanting to find a pal.” On their first outing together he took Rudolf shooting, hoping to impress him with the Belgian gun that had been given to him as a present by his Red Army superiors. “He was so proud of it and would lend it to nobody,” remarked a fellow hunter. When Rudolf started lagging behind, Hamet decided to go on ahead and told his son to wait for him with the gear. Never having been alone in the forest, Rudolf was terrified. “Suddenly I saw a woodpecker who scared me and ducks flying in and out.… I started to say, ‘Papa, Papa, Mama, Mama.’ ” Hamet laughed when he came back and heard all the wailing—the eight-year-old clearly needed toughening up—but Farida was furious when she learned about the incident. She could never forget her experience with the wolves.

Hamet’s idea of male bonding was the traditional Bashkirian one of hunting and sitting around a campfire telling stories, all of which Rudolf found “very uncomfortable.” Razida was more interested than her brother in hearing about Hamet’s experiences in the war. He was not a man of many words—an army officer in Russia’s political climate at the time was obliged to be taciturn—but occasionally a tale would emerge about how he had carried a hand grenade across the river Oder or how a German tank had targeted him, circling round and round. Given his gift for communicating with his comrades, it was distressing for Hamet to discover that he was not able to relate to his son. He began taking his nephew Rais hunting instead. What he could not know was that dance, already a fixation for Rudolf, would cause a far greater rift between them.

At kindergarten Rudolf, like most children, had learned folk dancing, immediately showing the kind of energy and spirit demanded by Bashkirian dance, and shining enough to be chosen as one of the soloists in school performances. “From early years I knew how to be onstage and how to command it,” he said. Some concerts took place in Ufa’s hospitals, where Rudolf and his little troupe were sent to entertain the wounded soldiers—an experience vividly rendered in Colum McCann’s Nureyev novel, Dancer:


In the spaces between the beds the children performed.… they sank to their knees and then they rose and shouted and clapped their hands.… Just when we thought they were finished, a small blond boy stepped out of the line. He was about five or six years old. He extended his leg, placed his hands firmly on his hips and hitched his thumbs at his back … the soldiers in their beds propped themselves up. Those by the windows shaded their eyes to watch. The boy went to the floor for a squatting dance.… When he finished the ward was full of applause. Someone offered the boy a cube of sugar. He blushed and slipped it into the top of his sock.… By the time he finishes so many cubes of sugar are stuffed lumpily inside his socks that the patients laugh about his legs being diseased. He is given vegetable scraps and bread that the soldiers have set aside, and he crams them into a small paper bag to bring home.



It was when Rudolf moved to School Number Two, about a year before his father’s return, that his real potential was spotted. A soloist from the theater who came to give a course in dancing saw Rudolf and arranged a sailor’s hornpipe especially for him, saying that he should go to the House of Teachers, a social club outside Ufa, where one of the classes was taught by a woman said to have been “from the circle around Diaghilev,” and who was, as Rudolf later remarked, “almost a real ballet teacher.”

Anna Ivanovna Udeltsova’s studio on the outskirts of Ufa was a large hall with no mirrors, a barre made from a row of cinema chairs, and a stage at one end. It was there that Rudolf auditioned for her, performing a Ukranian gopek with emphatic arm movements, side kicks, and big jumps, followed by a lezghinka, a Caucasian showstopper in which men, wearing supple boots, traditionally dance on pointe, with turned-in legs and fisted hands. Building up to a climax of turns and multiple falls onto the knee, the eight-year-old Rudolf stunned Udeltsova, who told him in her strange falsetto voice that he had a duty to himself to learn classical ballet, and must work toward joining the students of the Maryinsky Theater in St. Petersburg.

She began giving him ballet lessons twice a week, which immediately became the center of his existence. “Class was extraordinary ritual. All unpleasant things vanished.” Taking Rudolf under her wing, Udeltsova tidied him up, getting him to wash his hands and damp down his tousled hair before starting at the barre, and was soon casting him as the lead in her concerts. Even at this stage there was a feminine softness to his movements, leading a few parents to comment that it was only his costume that distinguished him as a boy. Nevertheless he was warmly praised for his talent, and sometimes given chocolates by a doting babushka. Often Udeltsova paired him with a ten-year-old girl called Valya, although neither felt comfortable about their dancing together.


At school boys and girls studied separately so we were ashamed to be seen mixing with each other but, Rudolf so loved dancing that he was happy to do anything Anna Ivanovna wanted. We stayed behind sometimes to work on our duet but never spoke to each other and would leave the House of Teachers in silence, going our separate ways.



All the same, they were often teased about being “a couple” by the other girls, who resented their special treatment. They would lie in wait for Rudolf before class, hiding behind snowdrifts until they saw him coming, then pelt him with snowballs and roll him in the snow while shrieking with laughter. “Anna Ivanovna knew what was going on and scolded the girls, but it happened again and again.” Converting her students’ behavior into dance, Udeltsova invented a duet in which Rudolf and Valya exchanged a ball and a skipping rope, which diverted them from their gaucheness, and in another piece re-created the scene in the yard by encircling Rudolf with mischievous girls from whom he had to escape. For this piece, “Dance of the Clogs,” Udeltsova had somehow found authentic wooden clogs for the whole group. “She was so inspired with ideas for ballets and so much in love with Rudolf that she made all his costumes herself.” For an arcadian shepherd’s dance, Udeltsova kitted Rudolf out in breeches, a fitted jacket, and an eighteenth-century-style wig, and in the romantic “Winter Fairy Tale,” her homage to The Nutcracker, he played a prince who chose Valya, the prettiest snowflake, as a partner. In the end he was left alone onstage, opening his eyes and realizing it had all been a beautiful vision—the feeling Rudolf himself experienced each time he returned to his everyday Ufa life.

At first Rudolf had loved “real school,” and because of his unusually retentive memory, was one of its top pupils. “I don’t remember him being a brat like the other boys. He was outstanding for his obedience. If he had to go somewhere, participate in something, he would always ask permission in advance.” Geography, literature, and physics were his favorite subjects, and he enjoyed the English lessons given by a woman who had studied at Cambridge, but once Rudolf had fallen under the spell of dancing, his school grades began to deteriorate and he became pensive and withdrawn.


There were days when he would sit … looking attentively at the teacher but he was in his inside world, dreaming about something. It seemed peculiar to the others and while he was sitting like that one boy would punch him from the side and when Rudolf would answer him he would receive a punch from the other side. While he would answer the second, a third would push his shoulder.



To the pupils Rudolf was “somehow different … like a white crow,” according to a classmate, and yet, however much they teased him for his eccentricity, he never conformed. During gym, when the members of the class were told to hold out their arms to the side, he curved his into a classical second port de bras. Much of his free time was spent listening to the family’s “terrible little radio,” which was always turned on. He used to long for someone important to die because then nothing but the great nineteenth-century composers—Beethoven, Tchaikovsky, and Schumann—were played as a tribute around the clock. Almost every day he climbed the hill above the city and sat alone for hours watching the trains come and go. The sound of their wheels—the first lessons in rhythm, instilled in him from birth—gave him a subliminal thrill he later learned to exploit.*

He did not mix easily with children of his age, although he liked a boy in the yard called Konstantin “Kostya” Slovohotov who always defended him. It was Kostya who put a stop to the girls ambushing him with snowballs at the House of Teachers. “He was a big authority for us and the girls didn’t dare try anything when he was with Rudolf,” Valya remembers. “Many times Kostya came like a bodyguard to watch Rudolf dance. He would sit and watch the lesson and then the two would leave together.”

Kostya himself well remembers how unadventurous Rudolf was compared to the rest of the gang from the yard. Once they persuaded him to come on a fishing trip, which involved going part of the way by jumping onto a moving train. It wasn’t hard, as trains always slowed down at a certain point on the track, but all of a sudden Rudolf turned on his heels and ran home. On another occasion a few of the boys decided to swim across the wide Belaya River, but Rudolf remained on the bank. Two girls dived in and tried to follow them but then got into difficulties in the fast current. Rudolf cried out to the boys to help, but he made no attempt to rescue them himself: “He was jumping like a monkey and screaming on the side.” Rudolf already knew his destiny: He was not taking any risks.

He began seeking out the company of girls “because he didn’t like to fight,” said Azalia Cuchimova, whom Rudolf often visited, lured mainly by the music they would listen to on the family’s record player (her mother was a member of the opera chorus). He was also tender toward Clara Bikchova, who lived across the yard, and when he appeared her sisters would call, “Clara, Clara, your fiancé’s here.” But he grew closest of all to his eldest sister, Rosa, then studying to be a kindergarten teacher at Ufa’s training college. A pretty girl with short curly hair, her father’s black brows, and mother’s large shining eyes, Rosa was more intelligent than many of her contemporaries, and was considered the family intellectual. She called Rudolf chertenok (little son of the devil), but at home she was the only one who encouraged his passion. She herself was studying dance and piano as part of her course, and talked to Rudolf about ballet history, took him to lectures, and sometimes brought back costumes to please him: “That to me was heaven. I would spread them out on the bed and gaze at them—gaze at them so intensely that I could feel myself actually inside them. I would fondle them for hours, smooth them and smell them. There is no other word to describe it—I was like a dope addict.”

Determined to make a man of his son, Hamet gave Rudolf a special position in the family. “He did everything that my father thought a boy should do,” says Razida. “Bring water, cut wood, bring firewood, dig for potatoes, fetch the bread.” This gave him a sense of superiority that never left him. Later, at the Kirov, he was the only dancer who refused to take his turn watering the studio floor (a daily drill carried out as a precaution against slipping), which he considered beneath him. His lifelong willingness to let women martyr themselves for him was also something passed on by his father, who shared the traditional Tatar view that a woman’s duty is to serve a man. “At home she must work harder than her husband and when he is relaxing she must still carry on.” When Farida was preparing a meal one day, she asked Rudolf to go out and buy something she needed, but at that moment Hamet came in and exploded: “What’s the matter with you? There are three women in the house and you’re sending our son on these errands!”

Years later Rudolf would claim that his father had been physically violent toward his mother, but other family members find this hard to believe. Dressed in his Red Army uniform, which he continued to wear long after the war was over, Hamet might have looked threatening, scaring the children in the yard—“He would come out glaring and we’d stop still like rabbits”—but Razida swears that he was never cruel. “He was hot-tempered, but not for long, and I never saw him being aggressive to my mother.” “Hamet was an army man with an army character but he could be soft and kind,” says Rudolf’s cousin Amina, who came to live with the family when her mother, Hamet’s sister Jamila, died. There were already six members of the Nureyev family living in a room sixteen meters square, the children sardined on one mattress on the floor, their parents separated by only a curtain. Amina insists that Hamet and Farida’s marriage was a happy one, describing how in the evenings they would often sing duets together or go for walks with Palma, Hamet’s chocolate brown hunting dog. “The atmosphere was so calm, so peaceful. In the morning before he left for work Hamet would kneel down by us sleeping children and touch each of us in turn to say ‘good-bye.’ ”

And yet, throughout his life Rudolf was adament that he hated his father—“a Stalinist,” he called him, which he was, but so was his mother and almost every Russian at that time. There was only one real reason for his contempt: Hamet refused to tolerate his dancing. The extent to which ballet was interfering with his schooling was already clear from Rudolf’s increasingly poor grades. Wanting him to train as an engineer or a doctor, Hamet saw his hopes for his son, and everything for which he and Farida had worked, being dashed. As Rudolf would not listen to reason, Hamet decided to seek the help of his son’s class tutor, Taisiam Ilchinova.


His father twice visited me at school. He asked me to use all the influence I had with Rudik. “The boy is a future head of the family. Dancing cannot feed properly.” That was what made him upset.… I knew Hamet-agai and he is not such an angry or blind person … [but] I am guilty because I did not talk to Rudik about that. I realised the uselessness of such attempts.



Rudolf, as Ilchinova realized, was “very stubborn.” The only influence he cared about then was that of Udeltsova, his ballet teacher, a highly cultivated woman who every summer would stay with relatives in Leningrad in order to catch up with what was new in the arts. She had begun introducing Rudolf to literature and music as well as talking to him about dancers she had seen from as far afield as Japan and India. “She told me about Diaghilev, Massine, and The Legend of Joseph; and how they all hated to dance barefoot … and how she worked with the young Balanchivadze [George Balanchine] who has always preferred girls with long legs.” And having watched the great Anna Pavlova perform, Udeltsova was able to convey how the ballerina had used her own electrifying personality to blind an audience to technical flaws—exactly what Rudolf himself went on to do. “This conception thrilled me. The art of hiding art: surely this was the key to greatness in an artist.”

Like many Russians, Udeltsova was instinctively prejudiced against Tatars, a word synonymous in her mind not with Byronic hot-bloodedness but with dirt and savagery. She regarded Rudolf as a “little Tatar boy, an urchin, untamed,” and took it upon herself to educate him in St. Petersburg etiquette and culture. After the revolution her husband, an officer of the czar’s army, had been banished to a Siberian labor camp and exiled to Ufa on his release. There remained a shadow of scandal about the couple, probably the reason why Udeltsova was never employed by the theater. When she was reprimanded by the administration of the House of Teachers for making an exception of Rudolf by giving him free lessons, she was indignant enough to decide to close her studio altogether. She reassured her “dear boy” that she was not abandoning him but would be sending him to a friend, also from St. Petersburg, who had studied at the Imperial Ballet School and danced at the Maryinsky.

Tall and bohemian with dark skin, a gypsy scarf worn low over her forehead, and a voice made deep and gravelly by the cheap papirosy she chain-smoked, Elena Konstantinovna Voitovich now worked as ballet mistress at the Ufa theater and gave classes in her spare time at the Pioneers Palace, the state social club for children. Intent on creating a serious approach in her young pupils, she could be extremely severe (even if they saw her in the street they would be expected to drop into a deep “reverence”), but she had her favorites, and Rudolf was one.


She forgave him anything. He was a touchy boy and sometimes if she spoke harshly to him he’d walk away from the barre and go up to the window and just stand there in silence. Elena Konstantinovna would call him back, but he’d ignore her. So she would go up and tenderly say, “Hey, Rudolf, It’s O.K. Come on.… Why don’t you come back?” And only then would he join us again. It was curious for us to see that Elena Konstantinovna, who was so strict with all of us, would allow him to get away with such behavior. When we were given presents after our Elka [New Year] performances we noticed that she would arrange for Rudolf to be given the best one. We weren’t offended as we knew he was poor and that she was trying to help him.



At this stage Voitovich would have seen the ten-year-old Nureyev as gifted with not a great deal more than supple limbs, instinctive musicality, and a strikingly compelling presence. Classical technique never came easily to Rudolf; he did not have natural turnout, and his proportions were far from ideal. All his life he wished for longer legs. But what struck everyone at the time was his intense commitment to dance. “He took it so seriously, like a professional,” remarks one Pioneers classmate. “Next to him the rest of us were just children.” “He was so completely focused on what he was doing that he really impressed and inspired me,” admitted Natalia Akimova, who never forgot how he partnered her in a polonaise, standing in preparation beside her, his chin tilted imperiously. “Then suddenly he let out a huge sniff—he always had a cold—but carried on looking so superior.”

As a dancer Voitovich had had a strong technique with a powerful jump, and was able to demonstrate very precisely what she wanted. She was also likely to have passed on to Rudolf tips on elevation as well as the rudiments of the Vaganova method, which she had learned in St. Petersburg.* “Elena Konstantinovna taught him to be professional, to do things cleanly and well,” said Ufa’s veteran ballerina Zaituna Nazretdinova, who was regularly coached by her. When Voitovich choreographed The Fairy Doll, a special duet for Rudolf and pretty thirteen-year-old Sveta Baisheva, she explained the basic etiquette of partnering, showing them how to greet each other and how to move in unison. “And she told us that the stage was a very special place. ‘Stage is an X-ray,’ she said. ‘The audience can see who you really are.’ ”

In an interview he gave in the West in the 1960s, Rudolf claimed that his Ufa apprenticeship actually damaged him as a dancer. “I am the wrong shape, the wrong size. When I started to dance I lacked the proper training so that I deformed both my body and my muscles.” Pictures taken of him at the barre in an Ufa studio show muscle-bound legs more characteristic of an athlete than a dancer, but whether this was Rudolf’s natural physique or a result of early teaching is hard to assess. Voitovich was without question a responsible teacher who provided Rudolf with a sound classical base, but at the same time her exercises were designed more to develop than to elongate the leg muscles. “That comes from modern methods in ballet and was something Rudolf would have learned later. Elena Konstantinovna was preserving the old classical traditions of everything being very clear and pure, but she didn’t pay much attention to really lengthening the movements to their maximum.”

Yet Voitovich, as one of her pupils remarked, “wasn’t only giving us ballet classes, she was developing us spiritually.” A recently widowed St. Petersburg intellectual, she began inviting Rudolf to tea at her home nearby, where she lived with her aged mother, who had once been a lady-in-waiting at the czar’s court and was always beautifully dressed and coiffed. Although they had only one small room in a communal apartment, it was full of elegant furniture and had a special, sweetly scented atmosphere that her pupils still remember. “Elena Konstantinovna set a very high and special example. She believed in teaching boys to be gentlemen because she said that it showed when they danced.” While her mother served tea in traditional style, with little pots of jam, Voitovich held Rudolf fascinated by talking of her youth. She described how she and the other children at the Imperial Ballet School had been dressed in fur-lined capes and transported in carriages through the “white nights” to performances at the Maryinsky Theater. She illustrated her stories with photographs she kept in an old album. She, together with Udeltsova and another St. Petersburg exile, Irina Alexandrovna Voronina, a pianist at the Pioneer Palace and concertmaster for the Ufa Ballet, formed a triumvirate of female mentors, with Voronina soon to become Rudolf’s most dedicated champion of all.

A stout motherly figure with a kind, doughy face, Irina Alexandrovna was, an Ufa dancer commented, “a one-person orchestra” who could make a solo piano piece sound like a symphony. In winter it was so cold in the studio that she wore gloves and yet still played beautifully. During rehearsals, she would sit on the piano stool with a cigarette in the corner of her mouth, unable to resist calling out corrections to the pupils. Rudolf’s musicality immediately caught her attention and, intent on developing it, she began teaching him simple tunes on the piano at her home. “She adored Rudolf and would have shared every last thing she owned with him.”

With music becoming almost as much of a passion as dance, Rudolf went to his father one day and begged him to buy a piano. Hamet was sympathetic. He loved music, too, but a piano was out of the question. How could they possibly afford it? And even if they could, where was there space to put it? He offered to get his son an accordion, telling him that he could make himself popular at parties by entertaining his friends. “You can’t carry [a piano] on your shoulders.” Rudolf refused. “Even then I knew this is ugly music.” But although Rudolf never played the instrument, toward the end of his life in an extraordinary fantasy motivated partly by wishful thinking, partly by the wish to concoct a good story, he told an audience of fund-raisers in San Francisco that Hamet had indeed bought him an accordion, “so that I could go from bar to bar and get money.” He described how he had played it with expertise, and how after watching him waltz around the room with it as if it were a partner, his father had exclaimed, “You can dance, my boy! I’m going to take you to Leningrad so that you can study at the Kirov!” Everyone in the room believed the story.

As far as Rudolf was concerned, Hamet was his enemy, forcing him to become underhanded and deceitful, in his endless struggle to overcome the obstacles standing between him and his passion for dancing. He liked to think that his mother was on his side, but Farida was just as concerned that dance was a precarious career for a man. “Rosa, my only ally, had now gone to Leningrad. I became more and more distressed and secretive.” As an excuse to leave the house in order to go to class, he would volunteer to get bread or kerosene, often forgetting the errand itself and having to run back for the empty canister, which he had left in a corner of the studio. He claims that his father beat him every time he caught him, but Albert Aslanov, who had known Rudolf since their kindergarten days, takes a different view.


I never saw him beating Rudolf or swearing at him. He used to get Rudolf to roll the foil shots he needed for hunting and I would often help him till we were almost dead. Sometimes Rudolf didn’t finish the job and Hamet-abiy could get quite angry and give him a clip on the ass, but all the fathers did that. It wasn’t serious.



Albert’s own father was far more tolerant about his dancing, his attitude being that it was better than being on the street. The boys in their yard were frequently in trouble—two grew up to be pickpockets—and everyone was involved in stealing from the vegetable gardens. “Rudolf was our lookout,” says Federat Musin. “He’d watch by the hole we’d made in the fence. We weren’t often caught because we never went to the same place twice, but once we were shot at with salt pellets.” This gang of adolescents was “a little like a wolf pack”; membership was compulsory, although Rudolf avoided doing anything—ski-jumping off isba roofs, for example—that might endanger his dancing. “He wasn’t mad about doing things with us,” remembers Kostya. “It was always something a bit on the side for him. He preferred to be at the Pioneers.” Rudolf was never mocked for his interest in ballet—on the contrary, he was able to persuade a few of the boys from the yard to join his class—because the gang rule was never to pick on anybody: “We were all for one and one for all.” He also made sure that he was active enough not to be considered an outsider. On a summer evening if he saw a ball game taking place in the yard, he would put down the kerosene can he was carrying and join in. The boys played lapta, a Russian version of cricket, or football, using a homemade ball stuffed with hay.


When it got destroyed, it would be someone else’s turn to cover and sew it for the next day. Because there were no showers at home, after a match we’d go our usual shortcut—twelve or fifteen of us—to cool off in the river. Everyone’s underwear was full of holes so we’d strip off and dive in. There were no girls around. We all knew how to swim and would stay in the water until our lips were blue.



Even in winter Rudolf loved the river, and often ran down the hill after school with the other boys to watch the icebreaker in action. Once it crashed into some shanty dwellings by the shore, and they saw whole houses floating downriver with their inhabitants clinging to the corrugated iron roofs. But his favorite activity were the trips to the Rodina cinema, a building with a classical facade, even grander than the opera house, where one could see American “trophy” movies that had been captured by the Soviets at the end of the war. It was in Ufa that Rudolf first saw Charlie Chaplin, a lifelong inspiration, influencing his own approach to physical comedy. To screenwriter Jean-Claude Carrière he later described other Western films he saw in Ufa.


I remember those of Deanna Durbin, especially the one in which she appeared to wear more than a thousand skirts. She was very famous in Russia. Among the first films I saw was Lady Hamilton [That Hamilton Woman], with Vivien Leigh, Waterloo Bridge of Mervyn Le Roy and a film which I think was called Ballerina. A lot of them were in their original version with subtitles. For us, as for all the kids in the world at the end of the Forties, the cinema was a real passion.



The real catalyst was Tarzan, the Ape Man, a film Joseph Brodsky once said was more important to freethinking in Russia than A Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich. “This was the first movie in which we saw natural life. And long hair. And that marvelous cry of Tarzan which … hung over every Russian city. We were so eager to imitate Tarzan. That’s what started it all.” In Ufa it was almost impossible to get tickets, and the gang half carried Kostya, “stepping on people’s heads” to get to the front of the crowd. Tarzan was the event of the year for them all, although Albert Aslanov refutes any deeper significance. “It was about such great adventures, and we were boys. We had no feeling that we weren’t free at that point: We had all the freedom we needed.” Except for Rudolf.

At home he felt like a prisoner. Hamet often fell asleep after supper, and Rudolf seized the chance to run out to folk-dancing classes that were held for workers two evenings a week. By now, though, Hamet was surely turning a blind eye, as Rudolf managed to stay out long enough to join the amateur troupe’s night tours of neighboring villages. Their performances—“as wildly improvised and as primitive as when the theater first began in Russia”—played to an audience sitting on rough benches surrounded by hanging kerosene lamps. The stage was a wooden platform balanced between two parked trucks, and a backdrop was made out of red-and-blue floral cotton—“the kind you find in every Tatar isba on cushions, beds, and in the alcoves, a fabric that makes you warm just to think about it.” The experience remained so indelible that Rudolf re-created it in 1966 as a scene in the second act of his own production of Don Quixote. The village attitudes and traditions of Russian folk dance from the Ukraine, Moldavia, and the Cossack steppes were a crucial influence on Rudolf, their power to ignite an audience clearly the force behind his own dynamism onstage. Full of aggression, Bashkirian dance envisages the male as hunter, with motifs like stalking with a bow and galloping hooves symbolized by movement. People still remember the command Rudolf showed during the hunting scene of the Kirov’s Sleeping Beauty: He would find his own way of excelling at his father’s favorite pastime.

There were times when Hamet was almost resigned to the idea of his son making a career of dance. When Rudolf discovered that a group of local children were to be sent to Leningrad to audition for the Kirov school, Hamet went with him to the theater to find out more. “He had all the goodwill,” Rudolf admitted later. They asked a cashier about the registration procedure, only to discover that the party had already left. “It took me days to climb out of a state of black despair. For a long time after this incident my father seemed embarrassed whenever he laid eyes on me.” The reason became clear to Rudolf years later: Hamet simply didn’t have the necessary two hundred rubles to buy a train ticket from Ufa to Leningrad.

As he progressed through his teens, Rudolf hardly involved himself in the usual adolescent pursuits—“He could think of nothing else besides dancing”—although he once went with Kostya to a dance hall. “Just to watch.” He gave no inkling of nascent homosexual tendencies, and his friends don’t remember him paying much attention to girls except perhaps to Sveta, his shapely Pioneer partner, whom he made a point of sitting next to during breaks, even though he knew she was not interested in him. According to Sveta, “He always dressed very poorly with holes in his socks, and a black velvet jacket which looked terribly old the first time I saw it, and he wore it for years after that.”

By now he was growing away from Kostya and the yard gang, spending almost all his time in the company of Albert, also a dedicated pupil of Voitovich. The pair were both so smitten with dance that during lessons they drew doodles of ballerinas’ legs on their exercise books. Albert was the editor of the Stengazeta, the school’s newspaper, to which Rudolf contributed, staying up one night to draw a picture of the scientist and poet Mikhail Lomonosov. They went often to Ufa’s elegant art gallery, the Nesterov, named for the nineteenth-century artist who had spent his early life in the city. The two boys collected postcards of paintings by favorite artists—Ilya Repin and Valentin Serov among them—and talked of the day they would go to Moscow to see even finer examples of their work.

On March 5, 1953, Stalin died. His statue, eight meters high, was next to the opera house, and all around the block the grieving people of Ufa stood in line to place flowers at his feet. In Moscow, where Sergey Prokofiev died on the same day, the streets were blocked off, traffic was at a standstill, and all the florists’ shops had been emptied. “Nowhere could one buy even a few flowers to place on the coffin of the great Russian composer,” writes the soprano Galina Vishnevskaya. “In newspapers, there was no room for an obituary. Everything was Stalin’s—even the ashes of Prokofiev, whom he had persecuted.”

For Rudolf, who turned fifteen two weeks later, the only major event that year was the opening of a ballet studio attached to the local theater. Now at last he had the chance to train as a professional. “Before, we had just Voitovich and not a proper school.” Ufa was proud of its opera house, the center of cultural life and always packed with people. The great basso Feodor Chaliapin had made his debut there, and since 1941, when a group of Ufa students graduated from the Kirov’s ballet school, The Vaganova Academy, and formed the nucleus of a company, the ballet had maintained a direct link with Leningrad. Among the male soloists, several had been taught by Alexander Pushkin, who was to be the most important influence on the early careers of both Rudolf and Mikhail Baryshnikov a decade later. But whereas Baryshnikov had had the consistency of training in Latvia from the age of twelve at a Vaganova-style vocational school (where the academic program was affiliated), Rudolf had been forced to snatch classes at a social club whenever he could. Even after his academic studies entered a more flexible phase at the School of Working Youth, he was still having to adopt his old ruse of running errands in order to escape to the studio. “He would come with a big shopping bag as if he was going to buy bread.” And because he couldn’t leave the house before Hamet had set off for work, he frequently arrived late, infuriating his new teacher.

As Voitovich taught only company members, Rudolf’s first classes were taught by Zaituna Bakhtiyarova, a petite, impeccably chic woman who immediately took exception to his disheveled appearance. “He would arrive looking tousled and wearing a T-shirt that wasn’t very clean. He had nothing bright or white.” If Rudolf answered her back when she upbraided him for being late, Bakhtiyarova would call him a hooligan and threaten to send him to the Matrosov, a colony for delinquents. But as she told one pupil, “I criticize only those I think have a future.” And yet however offensive he found her remarks, nothing could have deterred Rudolf: He was obsessed. While other students took one class a day, he took three, and in between worked on steps with Albert and Pamira Sulamenova, another ex-Pioneer colleague whom he liked very much. “He was more interested in what he couldn’t do well than in what came easily to him.” They would work on difficult lifts together, and although Rudolf often grumbled to Pamira that she was too heavy, she felt completely safe in his hands and loved watching him work. “He stood out because he had some kind of flame. He lived in his dancing. Whatever he did he did with joy.”

Rudolf was soon cast in walk-on roles for ten rubles a performance, and by introducing himself as “an artist from the Ufa Opera” to workers’ collectives, he was able to supplement his income by giving dance lessons for two hundred rubles a month. He was now earning as much as Hamet, who was forced to concede that his son’s career could at least provide him with a respectable wage. And his sister Rosa, on her return to Ufa, had “succeeded in persuading our parents to allow Rudolf to continue his beloved profession.” His life now revolved around the theater; when he was not involved in classes, rehearsals, and performances, he was going to see every ballet and opera in the repertory.

That summer he went with the Ufa Ballet on a monthlong trip to Ryazan, in the extreme west of Russia, and roomed with Albert, who was also employed as an extra. Although they earned very little, surviving on suppers of tea and fish-paste sandwiches, they managed to save enough of their salary to buy presents for their families. “Rudik sent his mother money to buy shoes for his sisters. He was so kind.” As their days were free, they took the trolleybus after breakfast to a river to sunbathe and swim, a period during which he and Albert grew very close: “Our dreams were the same.” If Rudolf’s teenage fantasies contained caches of erotic excitement or shame, he kept them secret; Albert’s discovery of his friend’s homosexuality years later took him completely by surprise. “He never acted at all strangely. I knew that some people from the theater were gay and I kept away from them. Rudolf did the same.”

While on this tour, Albert and Rudolf also took the bus to Moscow, arriving in the middle of August when all the theaters and concert halls were closed. They decided to explore the city on foot, crisscrossing Red Square from GUM, the vast, glass-covered state department store, to the Kremlin, discovering behind its high walls the golden-domed cathedrals filled with treasures, marveling at Saint Basil’s, dominating the south end, and spending an entire afternoon at the Tretyakov Gallery. On their last evening they took the metro—just for the experience of the ride—and somehow got separated, meeting only the next morning at a prearranged rendezvous by the Gorky monument at Belorussia Station. Albert had checked into a cheap hotel, but Rudolf had walked all night, unable to stop feasting on the sights and cosmopolitan atmosphere of the city. “Never had I encountered so many races on the streets, so many different types of human beings.” Ufa was a world away.

By the fall of 1953 Rudolf had started dancing with the corps de ballet and was taking class with the company’s ballet master as well as with Voitovich. While colleagues remember him being well prepared—“No one looked down on him for not having been professionally schooled”—he himself felt that by comparison he had had “absolutely no classical training.” At the same time he found that he could quite easily reproduce qualities he observed in the other dancers. His main model was Halyaf Safiulin, an ex-Pushkin pupil and the husband and partner of Zaituna Nazretdinova—the costars of the company. Although past his prime and beginning to develop a paunch, Safiulin was still an impressive virtuoso, capable of executing triple cabrioles, multiple pirouettes, and huge jumps with cat-soft landings. But it was his charisma as a performer that most impressed Rudolf, who would try to emulate the challenging tilt of Safiulin’s head and the way he compensated for his short stature by making every movement seem longer and higher than usual. A colleague at the time noted, “Later when I saw videos of Rudolf in the West I noticed some of Safiulin’s spirit and plastique.”

The lofty manner that had made Rudolf unpopular with some of the students in his Pioneers class became even more pronounced now that he was dancing with the company; already he was showing signs of the temperament for which he became infamous. “If he didn’t like the look of his costume he would fling it back at someone in anger. ‘What are you worried about?’ they’d laugh. ‘You’re in the back row; nobody’s going to see you.’ ” One day he was summoned into the office of the director, who told him that he had received eleven marks for bad behavior; but instead of dismissing him he invited Rudolf to become a full member of the company. “At my age, given the high standard of the classes and of the company in general I should have been thrilled.… And in fact I was. But all I could think of was Leningrad. So I refused.”

The pianist Irina Voronina, well connected in the musical establishment, had been campaigning on Rudolf’s behalf, persuading local luminaries to send letters to the Bashkirian Ministry of Culture recommending him for a scholarship to the Vaganova Academy. When a visiting minister sought Zaituna Nazretdinova’s opinion, she insisted that Rudolf should be allowed to go, even though privately she considered him not much more than a capable beginner. “He wasn’t outstanding. The main thing was his desire to dance.” It was around this time, in the early spring of 1955, that Rudolf discovered that the republic was choosing dancers to take part in a major event—a celebration of a decade of Bashkirian Literature and Art, to be held in Moscow in the late spring of 1955. He was not asked to audition, but during a rehearsal of Song of the Cranes, one of the pieces chosen for the festival, the director asked if there was anybody who could take the place of a performer who had failed to show up. Rudolf immediately stepped forward: Not only did he have a photographic memory for steps, but he had already danced the whole ballet in his head. The role of the herald, a Bashkirian Cossack, who performed a solo while waving a beribboned pole, would have provided Rudolf with a brief moment in which to shine, but once in Moscow, during the first day’s rehearsal, he injured his foot too badly to go on.

Determined to make the most of his time, he threw himself into rediscovering the city, delighted this time to be able to attend performances—sometimes as many as three a day—since the students had been given free passes to all the theaters. Noticing that his friend Pamira felt intimidated by the bustle and unfamiliarity of the metropolis, Rudolf took her in hand, glad of a chance to show off his knowledge. All the same it was frustrating not to be dancing: The Dekada was to have been his first chance to show what he could do. Moscow that week was packed with teachers, dancers, and directors from all over the Soviet Union, there for the purpose of recruiting new talent. “Finally something came and clicked in my mind that nobody’s going to come and take me by hand and show me anything. I had to do it all myself.”

On a warm May evening, Alik Bikchurin, an Ufa-born student then studying at the Vaganova Academy, was alone in front of Moscow’s Hotel Evropeiskaya, idly kicking a tin can lid along the street, when a slim young man caught it with his foot and said with a wry smile, “Provincial depression?” Alik took no notice, but the young man went on, “Hello! I’m Rudik Nureyev from our Opera Theater. I saw your Giselle pas de deux in the Tchaikovsky Hall. You were good. Listen, I hear that Balticheva and Kumisnikov are here with you. Can you introduce me to them?” Taking no chance of a refusal, Rudolf made a similar approach to another Vaganova student from Ufa, Eldus Habirov, who, like Alik, did indeed speak to the two teachers on his behalf. Abdurahman Kumisnikov and his wife, Naima Balticheva, had just left Ufa to teach in Leningrad when Rudolf started classes, and were now among the city’s most prominent dance personalities. The following day, in their hotel room, where Rudolf used the iron bedstead as a barre, the dancer auditioned for them. Impressed more by his “craziness for ballet” than his natural abilities, they accepted him, telling him to come to the Vaganova school that September.

Meanwhile Irina Voronina, in Moscow as the Ufa Ballet’s accompanist, had through contacts of her own arranged for Rudolf to audition for the Bolshoi’s dance academy. Once again, he was offered a place for the following term, but as the Moscow school had neither a residential college nor a scholarship system for students from other states, Rudolf turned it down. Back in Ufa, he came up to Pamira and a group of students sitting on a sofa after class one day and said, “That’s it. I’m going to study in Leningrad!” Pamira immediately burst into tears. “I was so surprised and I don’t know why, but I became sad. I still can’t understand why I cried so much. Maybe because I also wanted to study, maybe it was because it was a pity that he was leaving.”

On the day his son left for Leningrad, Hamet also broke down. “It was terrible.… I’d never seen him cry before.” But nobody could have held Rudolf back now. On a day in mid-August he found himself taking the route he had followed so often in his mind while sitting on the hill of Salavat listening to the sound of trains, “Calling you, beckoning you to go somewhere.” Crossing over the Belaya River past the chicken-shack houses that shook with the vibration of each locomotive, Rudolf left Ufa behind him at last.


*At the Kirov before creating a new role, he would often go and sit at Leningrad station “until I could feel the movement become part of me and I part of the train.”

*Named after the famous pedagogue whose system defines twentieth-century Russian ballet, Vaganova teaching works the whole body in harmony, emphasizing the expressive use of the eyes, head, arms, and shoulders while strengthening the legs and feet.




2    HOLLYWOOD STORY

Before he knew where he was going to spend his first night in Leningrad, Rudolf went immediately to The Vaganova Academy, on Ulitsa Rossi, one of the most elegant streets in the city. Tall, neoclassical buildings, painted buttery yellow and white, form a perspective of calculated symmetry from Lomonsov Square to the Pushkin Theater, which corresponds to its contours and colors like a reflection. “Do you know,” the choreographer Fyodor Lopokhov once pointed out, “when you walk down this street to the theatre, the columns of the buildings literally start to dance?” Carlo Rossi, the designer of “Theater Street,” was the son of an Italian ballerina, and his strict linearity is reflected in the Kirov school’s own aesthetic of sublime classical precision. “The architecture in Moscow has no order, it has no style,” Rudolf once said. “In Leningrad you see beauty all the time. Like in Italy. Even if a man is sweeping the streets he sees beauty all around him.”

As he entered through the double wooden doors past framed sepia photographs of great Soviet dance teachers, Rudolf half expected to see the wraiths of Pavlova, Karsavina, and Nijinsky, who had all begun their careers there. Instead he encountered cleaners and painters: The school was being renovated in preparation for the new term. Having sought out the director, he grandiloquently announced himself: “I am Rudolf Nureyev, artist from the Ufa Opera. I would like to study here.” He was too early, Comrade Shelkov told him; he must come back a week later and be assessed.

With the prospect of an unexpected vacation ahead of him, Rudolf went to call on Anna Udeltsova, his Ufa ballet teacher, who was in Leningrad for the summer. Her psychiatrist daughter owned a large apartment on Ogorodnikov Prospekt, and although there appeared to be more relatives than rooms, the family gave Rudolf a space to himself—a child’s bed with a chair at one end to support his feet. He enjoyed being spoiled and well fed, and he appreciated the somber grandeur of his surroundings; Udeltsova’s sister had been married to a prosperous Moscow merchant, and there were still signs of past wealth in the czarist furniture and European paintings they had managed to save. Rudolf learned how, during the revolution, Elena Ivanovna had concealed her jewelry under her dress: “Wherever she went her husband would follow her with a pistol and never let her out of his sight.” The family had remained devoutly religious, and in almost every corner was an ancient icon. “Rudolf loved the atmosphere, although he never went to church with us, and was far from being a believer himself.” What delighted him most was the fact that there was a piano in the apartment; Udeltsova’s daughter began giving him rudimentary lessons, and he kept himself physically in shape by practicing ballet steps in the big kitchen under Anna Ivanovna’s watchful eye.

After dinner she took him for walks along the Griboyedov Canal and Fontanka River, reminiscing about dancers she had seen and life before the revolution. Most of that week, however, Rudolf spent alone, sightseeing from morning until nightfall. Nothing, not even the majesty of Moscow’s Red Square and the hidden enchantments of the Kremlin, had prepared him for the beauty of Leningrad, a vision made real by Peter the Great, who ordered a metropolis to rise where nothing existed before but marshland and the sound of seabirds. Its magical appearance, like a sudden set change, is perpetuated by the theatricality of the city itself—the stucco facades washed with confectionary colors of pale blue, pink, and yellow; the glinting of gold on spires, domes, and eagles; the bridges with their Art Nouveau intricacies of wrought iron; the exquisite Italianate moldings and cherubim that even the most dilapidated buildings display on crumbling walls. At the Hermitage Museum, housed in Rastrelli’s Winter Palace, a work of art in itself, Rudolf made his first discovery of the French impressionists and Italian Renaissance painting—“a revelation to me.” Avid for more, he took a train to the outskirts of Leningrad to visit Peterhof, Russia’s Versailles, set in the most ravishing park he had ever seen; and he fell in love with the English landscape gardens of Pavlovsk, the palace south of the city that Catherine the Great had built for her son.

On August 25 Rudolf returned to the ballet school, where he joined an assessment class given by Vera Kostrovitskaya, in his view the best woman teacher in Russia, who had further developed and edited the Vaganova system of dance. With her large eyes and beaky nose she looked just like Pavlova, and Rudolf could feel her watching him intently as he danced. When he finished the final enchaînement, she walked up to him and announced in full hearing: “Well, boy, you will either become something very unusual or you will be a great failure!,” later repeating her prediction to a group of students. “He is a very talented boy. He will either be a great dancer or go back to Siberia.” He was accepted, but Rudolf knew exactly what she meant: His spontaneous, individual style came straight from the heart but lacked clarity and inner control. “I would have to work and work and work—more than anyone else in the school.”

On his first day, September 7, 1955, the pale seventeen-year-old, wearing a thin sweater tightly cinched with a large belt to emphasize his slim waist, and carrying his belongings in a bag no bigger than a briefcase, was shown his living quarters—a large, light dormitory shared with nineteen other students whom Rudolf decided to ignore. “He didn’t say hello, or how are you. He didn’t look at us at all, he went straight to bed.” In the morning, hating the idea of eating a communal breakfast with the malchiki, Rudolf kept his head hidden under the covers half an hour after everyone else had gotten up. These were long days, ending sometimes as late as seven o’clock, with academic lessons worked into the timetable around classical and character dancing. His first ballet classes came as a dismaying anticlimax. He had heard so much in Ufa about the genius of Alexander Pushkin, who had taught Halyaf Safiulin and the first wave of male Bashkirian soloists in Leningrad, and who was now in charge of the eighth grade. “They said, ‘Pushkin is there and he is the only one to take classes from.’ ” To his distress, however, Rudolf learned that he had been assigned to the sixth-grade class of Valentin Ivanovich Shelkov, a squat Soviet bureaucrat, whom he had met on his first day in Leningrad. Although a Pushkin pupil himself, Shelkov had absorbed nothing of the maestro’s skill at tactfully guiding rather than driving the students, and his officious manner turned even the most lyrical exercises into military drill.

Compensating for his shortcomings as a teacher, Shelkov deliberately allocated the most gifted pupils to his own class—the reason for Rudolf’s presence—but nothing this unusual boy did could please him. “Shelkov was slighting me a lot. He would say to [Nikita] Dolgushin, Sasha Minz and others: ‘You are a good boy!’ and to me he would say, ‘You are a provincial fool!’ It was very offensive.” It was also hypocritical. Shelkov himself came from a town far beyond the Ural Mountains, and although it was he who had been responsible for obtaining a full grant for Rudolf’s tuition from the Bashkirian Ministry of Culture, he was motivated by self-interest rather than altruism: He enjoyed nothing more than collecting honorary titles from different regions. Sly and as slippery as his name suggests—shelk is the Russian word for “silk”—the teacher was “an absolute Soviet product.” Rudolf referred to him as “Arakcheyev” (a ruthless and ingratiating politician during the reign of Catherine the Great). When he wasn’t taunting Rudolf about his lowly roots, he was reminding him that he was only there on his and the state’s charity.

Academic subjects were just as demoralizing. During his last years in Ufa his schooling had dwindled to workers’ evening classes, where he received nothing like the education his Leningrad colleagues had had. He was completely lost during lectures in math and science, and had a poor grasp of the grammar and spelling of the Russian language, which had never been spoken well at home. One of the pupils, a petite blond named Marina Vasilieva, used to help him with punctuation during dictation lessons, tapping her shoulder once to indicate a comma, twice for a semicolon, and so on. When the girl sitting between them blocked his view, Rudolf would hiss at her, “Inna Skidelskaya, move to the side, scom!” Gradually, with subjects that interested him, he found himself able to appreciate the exceptionally high academic standards at the school. One of the music teachers was Shostakovich’s sister, the art teacher was a curator at the Hermitage, and literature was taught at the university level by a large Leningrad balletomane who always wore floor-length skirts. “She read in English perfectly and talked to us of Dumas and Goethe. It came pouring from her.”

But only the solitary heroes and extreme emotions of Dostoyevsky interested Rudolf at that time. As he later admitted, “I’ve always tended to reject everything in life which doesn’t enrich or directly concern my single dominating passion.” His immediate priority was to absorb all he could from arts that would nourish his dancing, and the results in his first-year report card reflect this. He scored two 5s, the highest mark, for history of music and history of ballet; acting skills, classical and character dance each scored 4, as did geometry, French, chemistry, and physics; but he got 3s, the lowest grade, for literature, history, and geography.

“When Rudolf arrived in Leningrad, there was only one thing on his mind: to improve his dancing,” said Sergiu Stefanschi, a lively, round-faced Romanian, whose bed was next to Rudolf’s:


We started talking and found that we understood each other, as we were both beginners and the other pupils were so much more advanced. He knew I was having extra coaching classes and he would come back to the residence and say, “Well, what did you do? Tell me.” And I would. It was like a business talk. After 11:30 when we were supposed to be in bed, he’d say, “Let’s practice pirouettes.” We’d wait until the babushka had done her rounds—we hated her, she was an aparatchik like Shelkov—and then we’d start partnering each other and dancing. I was crazy about dance and he was crazy about dance. We didn’t talk about other things.



Sergiu could see from Rudolf’s clothes—his trousers were inches above his ankles—that he came from an underprivileged background. When teased, Rudolf, easily provoked, would retaliate in fury, calling Sergiu “a rich bourgeois.” “To make him mad when he wanted to dance, I’d pull the blanket over my head and say, ‘Leave me alone, Bashkirian pig.’ The next thing, Rudik would become like a crazed animal, biting and wrestling me to the ground.”

Such outbursts only increased Sergiu’s awe of the young rebel: “I used to follow behind Rudik a little bit. I was his echo.” Described by one colleague as “more adventurously curious than the rest of us,” Sergiu eagerly colluded in the kind of partnership that Rudolf had had in Ufa with Albert Aslanov—twin apostles of culture and beauty. “For us, everything belonged to art, drama, music.… We had this hunger all the time.” They went to concerts at the Philharmonic Hall; saw Shakespeare performed at the Gorky Theater; and, to study different acting techniques, even sat though mediocre propagandist plays at the Pushkin Theater, staged by an artistic director who had “sold his soul to the devil.”

Every other night they went to the ballet. “You had to be on a list, but we’d find a way to get in; sometimes we’d use a false name.” Later the babushki who sat in the corridors of the Kirov Theater knitting or darning the ballerinas’ pointe shoes got to know them and would let them past. The following morning they would often discuss the performance with Marietta Frangopoulo, curator of the school museum. The door was always open, and Frangopoulo, a motherly woman of Greek descent who transformed her solid figure with chic European clothes and Art Deco jewelry, sat surrounded by her gallery of ballet photographs and cabinets of memorabilia. “She was our goddess. She was so erudite and had seen everybody dance.” It was Frangopoulo who instilled in Rudolf a lifelong veneration of Balanchine, whose classmate she had been. “Privately, never in front of the class,” she shared her memories of the teenage Georgi Balanchivadze’s first attempts at choreography, but having been incarcerated in a prison camp during the terrors, Frangopoulo was still wary of talking about an artist whose name until Stalin’s death a few years earlier could only be whispered.

By now Rudolf had discovered a little shop opposite the Kazan Cathedral on Nevsky Prospekt that sold sheet music. There was a piano in the corner on which customers could try out a piece before buying it, or else the manager, an excellent pianist herself, would play it or put on a record. Rudolf took an instant liking to Elizaveta Pazhi, a small, plump, merry woman with tight curls of blondish gray hair. She was such good company—kind, cultured, full of humor—that he took to hanging around the shop until it closed and walking her to the tram stop carrying her bags. Enchanted by this eager young student with his radiant smile and worn Gogolian overcoat, Elizaveta Mikhailovna took pity on him and promised to find him a piano teacher willing to give him lessons free of charge. Her close friend Marina Savva, a concert pianist at the Maly Opera Theater, was another warm, intelligent, childless woman in her fifties. She and her husband, a violinist in the orchestra, welcomed Rudolf into their home, and within four weeks, thanks to Marina Petrovna’s gentle persistence, Rudolf had progressed from picking out tunes from Sleeping Beauty with one finger to playing an elegy by Rachmaninov.

He began to read scores for pleasure, and would play a game with his classmate Marina, hiding the name on the cover and making her guess the identity of the composer from the notes. He stored his growing collection of music under his mattress and guarded it fiercely. “Has anyone touched anything?” he grilled Sergiu when he returned to the dormitory. Shelkov had come down hard on Sergiu for his nocturnal truancy with the warning, “If you follow that Rudolf Nureyev, you’re not going to stay in this school,” and more often now, Rudolf went out alone. Considering it an important part of his education to attend as many performances as he could, he was determined to see a newly updated version of Taras Bulba, a three-act ballet based on a Gogol short story, but when he returned to school around midnight, he discovered that his mattress had been removed and his meal tickets confiscated. He spent the rest of the night on a window ledge, and the next morning went to Ogorodnikov Prospekt to have breakfast with Anna Udeltsova’s family, missing his first lesson. His absence and subsequent insolence to the teacher who had insisted on an explanation were reported, and he found himself summoned to Shelkov’s office and violently upbraided. Demanding the name of Rudolf’s friends, Shelkov had snatched his address book out of his hand, causing him to run back to the residence “like a wild man,” outraged by this invasion of privacy. “That bastard!” he cried to Sergiu. “He’s a fascist. Why can’t he be human?”

About a week later Rudolf went to the artistic director of the school, Nicolai Ivanovsky, and without complaining directly about Shelkov, told him, “You know, I am seventeen now. If I stay in Shelkov’s class for another three years, after I graduate they will take me straight into the army. Could I move up to Pushkin’s class?”* A delicate, Proustian character who wore elegant suits and patent-leather pumps, Ivanovsky was a lecturer in historical dance and one of the most cultivated and popular teachers in the school. “There had never been a request like it,” said a former student, Marina Vivien. “No one had asked to change his teacher before, but Ivanovsky was a generous, intelligent man. He must have seen Nureyev’s talent and did not allow Shelkov to do what he wanted, which was to expel the boy. He over-ruled Valentin Ivanovich, and Pushkin took the pupil of his pupil.”

From the moment Rudolf entered the attic studio where sunlight from huge, rounded windows slanted across the floor, he regarded Pushkin’s classes as “two holy hours.” A serene, almost hieratic man, the maestro was soft-spoken and direct, not given to elaborate verbal instructions, although pupils learned to tell if anything displeased him by the blush that slowly crept up from his neck. “His color would change but never his voice.” With his suit jacket hung over the back of a chair, and wearing his customary white shirt and tie, the balding forty-eight-year-old Pushkin would demonstrate elementary but wonderfully danceable combinations in which each movement seemed to flow organically into the next. No matter that he was half marking or that his back was slumped, he could convey exactly the rubato phrasing and harmonious coordination of the whole body that he had learned from his own teachers Vladimir Ponomarev and Agrippina Vaganova. “He was working in a great tradition; hand to hand from one master to another,” said Mikhail Baryshnikov, who has always claimed that he owes his career to Pushkin.

Many pupils new to his class found nothing special about Pushkin’s method, not realizing that simplicity was his secret—the key to grasping the inner logic and natural transitions of steps. For Rudolf, having gone through the motions of Shelkov’s cold configurations, every Pushkin class felt as intoxicating as a performance: “kind of irresistible. Very tasty, very delicious.” Believing in giving a newcomer a chance to settle down and understand the rudiments of what he was doing, Pushkin hardly looked in Rudolf’s direction for the first few weeks, but even ignored as he was, he knew from the first lesson that he had made the right decision. Years later he told a friend that if he hadn’t moved to Pushkin’s class, he would have given up dancing “because Shelkov repressed everything in me.”

Outside school, Rudolf had grown very close to Elizaveta Pazhi, who regularly brought him home for meals after she had closed her shop. Her husband, Veniamin Mikhailovich, was an engineer, a quiet, bearded man with a private passion for the verse of the Silver Age, which he would read to Rudolf when dinner was over. There was something enticingly taboo about discovering these nineteenth-century Russian symbolists who were not standard authors at school but derided as émigrés and considered decorative and superficial. Rudolf’s favorites were the tuneful, accessible Konstantin Balmont and Valery Bryusov, whose style is more erudite and ornate. Cosmopolitanism is what they all have in common, and this, along with their technical virtuosity, musicality, and attitude to art as a form of divine revelation, were qualities with which the young dancer passionately identified.

Rudolf made sure that he never missed these evenings, and both Pazhis grew to dote on him, but he began noticing how much Elizaveta Mikhailovna depended on his visits to the shop, how upset she would become if he failed to arrive. He saw “even something Dostoevskian” in the intensity of her feelings, which were beginning to be stifling. “Maybe Lilen’ka fell a little bit in love with Rudik. She was so charmed by him.” He found himself missing the company of friends of his own age, and wrote a postcard to his Ufa soul mate Albert. “In honor of our friendship. It’s been twelve years since we’ve known each other,” as well as several “tender” letters to Pamira (destroyed by her family when she married). In them Rudolf described performances he had seen, his walks in Leningrad, and the museums he had visited. She remembers one long letter just about the Hermitage. “In another he told me of his passion for the music of Prokofiev. I could tell that he was quite lonely.”

During a short break that fall, Rudolf decided to spend a few days in Ufa. At home on Zentsova Street he found conditions as cramped as ever, although the family’s quality of life had improved. Hamet had been promoted to chief of security at his factory, and Rosa was now independent, working as a kindergarten teacher in a small Bashkirian town. Lilia’s new husband had joined the family, but they were both bringing in a salary. Lilia had a job as a seamstress and Fanel, who was also deaf, was a porter and odd-job man. Only Razida was still studying. She had wanted to major in geology but, this time, it was Farida who talked her out of an unsuitable career (“climbing over hills” was not something that would provide enough of a wage, she insisted). Razida’s decision to enroll instead at Ufa’s technical institute had her father’s full support: “He said that it must be my calling. He knew how from an early age I’d been a tomboy and always liked mechanical toys.”

When Rudolf suddenly appeared at the apartment, he was welcomed with delight by Farida, who had not expected to see him home so soon, although Hamet appeared as impassive as ever. “Father didn’t like to show his emotions. He kept good and bad inside of him. His attitude to Rudolf getting to Leningrad was, ‘So he went there. It’s good. We’ll see what will come from it.’ ” In fact Hamet had mellowed considerably since Rudolf last saw him, and was far more at ease with himself. He knew that he was well respected at work, and although his position at the factory was a mindless occupation, he had recently developed a passion for horticulture. He read voraciously on the subject and, drawing on his agricultural studies, had created a small garden outside old Ufa, where he grew vegetables and fruit, including more than twenty different varieties of apples.

Everyone was expected to help with the vegetable plot on Sundays, but Rudolf managed to escape, instead visiting Alik Bikchurin, the Dekada go-between, who had returned home after completing his Leningrad training: “The whole family was digging potatoes, but Rudolf wanted to talk about dance.” He spent as much time as he could with Albert, who had recently become a member of the Ufa ballet company, and together they went to call on their pianist friend Irina Voronina, whom Rudolf greatly missed. “He played one piece that was a surprise for all of us,” Albert says, “ ‘You play better than the ones who have studied for a year,’ Irina Alexandrovna told him.”

Back in Leningrad, Rudolf continued to be regarded by colleagues as an alien being, living a different existence and interested only in museums, theaters, the Philharmonic Hall, art books, and musical scores. “He seemed like some kind of fanatic to everyone,” said Alexander “Sasha” Minz. “No one knew what to make of him. And so they stayed away from him.” Already he was infamous. A young researcher at the theater museum across the courtyard heard from his supervisor, the critic Vera Krasovskaya, that “in Pushkin’s class there had appeared a pupil—a Tatar who only eats horsemeat [a Bashkirian specialty]—with fantastic abilities, but who would have a hard fate because of his bad character.” Fellow pupils could not believe how, even in Pushkin’s class, Rudolf frequently ignored the master and went his own way. As Sergiu recalled:


Pushkin would set an adagio at the barre, but Rudik would often not follow it and do only want he wanted. The others would finish and he would hold his leg for thirty-two counts at the front, thirty-two counts at the side. “Why don’t you do what Alexander Ivanovich set?” I’d ask him. “Don’t be stupid,” he’d say. “I’m not strong like the other boys. I need to build up muscles.”



Pushkin never reprimanded Rudolf; it was his policy to teach dancers to recognize their gifts and limitations—to give them what Baryshnikov calls “the idea of self-education”:


In his class you could see boys, even in their teens, moving individually in the way that patterns of speech separate one person from another. With dance it’s the same thing: you have to find that individuality, that internal understanding of phrasing. Pushkin was teaching boys to make their own decisions: creating thinking dancers.



Time after time Rudolf would return to an empty studio and practice the step with which he had been struggling until he could do it perfectly. Frustration was the most frequent cause of his outbursts, and only Pushkin was able to calm him. Other teachers would appeal to him in despair, saying, “ ‘Sasha, please do something!’ And Alexander Ivanovich would go and tell him, ‘Rudik, one can’t behave like this. Try some pirouettes … that will calm you down.’ Then Rudik would grow quiet and continue the rehearsal.” He was often at his worst in pas de deux classes—“a real torture for him” as he did not yet have the strength and coordination required for partnering, and few of the girls wanted to dance with him as he was thin, not particularly attractive at that time, and had such a high opinion of himself. One of the lightest, Marina Vasilieva, often found herself coupled with him. On one occasion, after struggling unsuccessfully to carry out a shoulder lift, Rudolf thrust her to the floor, picked up his towel, and stormed off. “Kostrovitskaya was furious and told him to stay away. He often swore a lot during lessons, and we tried not to react. Later he struggled to contain himself, especially when girls were around. He was wilder at the beginning. Little by little he improved.”

Technically Rudolf was improving so rapidly that colleagues could see his progress from one day to the next. Nevertheless, Pushkin decided not to include him in the students’ concert, considering that he was still not ready. Desperately disappointed, Rudolf begged his teacher to let him perform for him the dynamic male solo from the Diana and Acteon duet, on which he had been working alone, hoping it would help to change his mind. This is a variation in heroic Soviet style, which the Kirov star Vakhtang Chaboukiani had rechoreographed in the 1930s to display his virtuosity and dynamism. And in the studio that evening, as Pushkin watched Rudolf attack the final climactic diagonal of spinning leaps, fast chaînés, and dramatic lunges, his body arched and head flung back, it was impossible not to think of him as a reincarnation of the young Chaboukiani himself. The matter was settled: Pushkin agreed to let Rudolf perform, and throughout 1956 Rudolf continued dancing the lead in various solos and pas de deux for student concerts.

In January of that year Hamet sent a note to the school asking permission for Rudolf to spend a vacation in Ufa: “If it’s possible, please make the holiday time longer.” Since Rudolf’s last trip home, relations with his father had improved substantially. A few weeks later Rudolf took the trouble to find a birthday card with a picture of a dog much like Hamet’s Palma, in which his inscription shows a new eagerness to please: “I hope you grow the garden you want to grow and have a very good rest and go hunting this summer.” Hamet had deliberately addressed the request to Rudolf’s tutor, Yevgenia Leontieva, a calm, sweet-natured woman, who would probably have agreed to it had she not been obliged to seek the authority of Shelkov, who scrawled “To be refused” across the note. “Director never forgave me,” said Rudolf. “At any given moment, he needled me.”

“Every day there was news of another ‘outrage’ Rudolf had committed. Some way he had dressed, something he had said, something he liked.” And nothing Shelkov did could make Rudolf conform. He refused to become a member of Komsomol, the junior organization of the Communist Party, to which most of his colleagues belonged, and he disregarded countless school rules. Pupils were supposed to have a special case in which to carry their dance togs; Rudolf always piled his in his arms and threw them on his bed at the end of the day. Shelkov was fanatical about observing old Imperial School traditions: Collars must be white and buttoned to the neck, pupils must stop and bow when passing a member of the staff in the corridor. Once, when Rudolf walked past him without making the traditional obeisance, the director called him back and, taking hold of the dancer’s hair, forced his head down over and again, shouting, “Bow! Bow! Bow!” “Shelkov was very sadistic. We all used to think that he was gay,” said Egon Bischoff, Rudolf’s contemporary, who believes that suppressed guilt about a physical attraction toward the young Tatar may explain the pathological severity of Shelkov’s behavior—a possibility that other students have confirmed. “Shelkov used to love to call him into his office for long talks about sex,” said Alexander Minz. “He took a kind of sadistic pleasure in doing that.”

By the spring of 1957 Rudolf had moved out of the dormitory and into a small, high-ceilinged room he shared with Sergiu Stefanschi and three other boys: Egon Bischoff from East Germany, Leo Ahonen from Finland, and Grigore Vintila from Romania. As a student from Bashkiria, Rudolf was considered as foreign as the Eastern Europeans—“I was intruder. Outsider from province.” Their new room was on the ground floor, and during the white nights of early summer when the main doors had been locked “with big jail keys,” they would often climb out of the window and into Rossi Street. “We loved to dance outdoors,” says Sergiu, describing a euphoric manège of grands jetés en tournant that Rudolf performed round the Alexander Column in the vast, empty expanse of Palace Square.

Across the corridor was a little communal kitchen they shared with the girl students, but Rudolf never bought food or cooked for himself as the others did: He ate his meals in the canteen because they were free. Nor did he gather around the girls’ gramophone and listen to the Bill Haley records that Leo had brought to Leningrad—“Rudolf wasn’t interested, he preferred the Philharmonic Hall.” Often, instead of going to a single performance at the Kirov like the others, Rudolf would be more selective, perhaps seeing just one act, and then leaving to catch the second half of a concert. Already at school he was the hyperactive “wind machine” he remained throughout his life. “When we played, he worked. The only important thing to him was to study classical ballet. He knew how little time he had to get to where he should be and burned candles at both ends. Whatever he’d learned that day he liked to chew over later that night. He was always practicing in the room. It was his homework.” Out late at performances virtually every night, Rudolf was in a different time zone from the the others. As on his first morning, he would stay buried under his heavy blanket, refusing to get up for breakfast, and before leaving for class paused only to drink tea straight from the nozzle of a battered kettle in the kitchen. “Sleep was more important to him than food.” The five never talked to each other about the lives they had left behind. Grigore Vintila had been brought up in a Romanian orphanage and “felt so alone, like Rudolf did,” yet neither knew about the other’s background. The only time anyone was aware that Rudolf had a family was when his sister Rosa turned up at the school one day and asked if Rudik was around. When he came back to the room later and found his sister sitting on his bed, he made his irritation quite clear. “He didn’t like that kind of surprise.”

To his roommates Rudolf was a figure of such authority that he seemed to be much older. “When he said it was time to sleep, everyone slept,” says Leo, who once wrote a letter to his idol, reminding him of their dormitory days:


Your mind was already at least ten years more developed than the rest of us.… Each one of us had stupid, childish opinions about everything. But when you finally voiced your opinion, we all accepted it and the case was closed.… I had come from the “West,” and saw things differently from others. I always thought it was such a shame that so many people thought you were a “problem” at the school.… When you were resting your legs in bed (next to mine), your arms were working, searching for that ultimate port de bras.



“We thought him incredible,” agrees Grigore, recalling how he once woke Rudolf up in the middle of the night to ask his help with a tricky sequence of steps: “There we were in our pajamas, with no music, rehearsing in the corridor.” Even lying in bed, Rudolf would be practicing the castanets for a role. “We didn’t mind: We respected him for doing it. He didn’t want to fake it.” And although regional Russian dancing was not taught at school, Rudolf made a point of keeping up his own traditions. Humming folk tunes he remembered from home, he used to persuade one of his classmates to improvise on the piano during breaks while he “danced like crazy.” By drawing on Bashkirian dance’s unique combination of fire and Oriental plastique, he knew that he could make the famous classical roles his own.

When Rudolf’s behavior was at its coarsest, he still managed to retain their esteem. There was a night when Rudolf came back to the room in a bad temper made worse by seeing Egon sitting on the bed next to his own eating a plate of fried potatoes he had just cooked. “What are you doing?” he demanded. “Can’t you see? I’m eating.” “What are you eating?” insisted Rudolf, who suddenly leaned across and spat on Egon’s plate. “Are you crazy?” cried Grigore, leaping to Egon’s defense, only to watch Rudolf, his fury rising, take off his shoe and fling it at the ceiling, breaking the lamp and extinguishing the light. In seconds the three were rolling on the floor, fighting in the dark, but then they all saw the ludicrousness of the situation and collapsed in laughter.

In the right mood Rudolf could be delightful company. Leo Ahonen’s hobby was photography, and one night they all mugged for his camera, taking turns holding a blanket against the wall as a backdrop. Rudolf, who always loved being photographed, mimicked Chaboukiani in his bare-chested Corsaire pose, flexed his biceps, Mr. Universe–style, and, with a pair of boys hiding behind him, formed a six-armed mythical creature. In another sequence Egon, looking like Noël Coward with his striped dressing gown and fake cigarette, lay on the bed draped across Rudolf’s knees. As Egon flashed his long bare legs for one shot, Rudolf gazed into his eyes and cupped his cheeks in a mock movie clinch that looks more suggestive than it actually was. “The pictures are only acting camp. They were really very innocent.” Three decades later, to a friend’s inquiry about one of the photographs, which he still kept in his wallet, Rudolf said, “This was our view of the West.” (It may well have been a view inspired by a sapphic German film he had seen in Russia called Peter. “To us it was a great sensation, because you saw women smoking and looking tenderly at each other.”)

All four insist that there was none of the usual adolescent sex talk in their dormitory. “Maybe they put something in the water, like in the army. Ninety percent of our thoughts were about ballet.” Most of the students knew that Ekaterina Square in front of the Pushkin Theater was a nocturnal cruising ground for gomiki, but this was a subject that Rudolf had no interest in discussing. One evening, as Sergiu cut across the garden on his way back to school, he saw a man lecherously open his coat and expose himself. “And this was at a period when they would put you in prison for something like that.” In the ballet world, where it was well known that Chaboukiani, among others, was a practicing homosexual, a certain license existed. In 1957, when the dancer returned to the Kirov to appear in Othello, he cast his lover as Iago, and few in the audience failed to notice the homoerotic charge onstage as the Moor crawled like a snake toward an Iago who held him captive with one foot pressing on his rib cage. “I felt a man behind leaning over me,” recalled Sergiu. “He was very very attractive and very excited. At the intermission he invited me for a drink.”

Sergiu was one of several students who experimented with same-gender sex at school, allowing himself to be seduced in an empty dressing room by Alexander Minz, then in the process of discovering his own predilections. Rudolf’s colleagues are convinced that if he felt an attraction toward any of the boys, he did nothing about it: “He was too busy sponging up information.” Even Grigore Vintila, with his matinee-idol looks, sensed no special attention from Rudolf, who, if anything, appeared to take a greater interest in girls than the others did. Leo remembers his liking for a soloist in the Finnish National Ballet, when it toured Leningrad. “She wasn’t special as dancer, so he obviously noticed a pretty face.” And like almost everyone at school, he was mesmerized by a Cuban girl, as alluring as a young Gina Lollobrigida, who was to become his first and only teenage sweetheart.

Trained in Havana by Fernando Alonso, husband of the famous ballerina Alicia Alonso, Menia Martinez suddenly appeared at the school one day like a rainbow in a leaden Leningrad sky. It was the middle of winter, yet she wore the thinnest of summer clothes—wild fifties outfits such as zebra-patterned stovepipes, boatnecked tops, open-toed stilettos, and huge hoop earrings. She was as glamorous as a pop star to the girls in her dormitory, who begged her to do their makeup, tell them stories about life in Cuba, and sing Latin American songs in her husky voice. “She used to sit on a bench in our kitchen with an upended washbowl between her legs and beat it like a tom-tom drum.”

Although the pupils were thrilled by this “exotic bird,” several of the teachers were shocked: “Such a thing was not supposed to enter this traditional institution,” said Ursula Collein, an East German student who became her friend.


I hope Menia never knew this, but we heard her being compared to a prostitute. We all liked her enormously, even though she didn’t share our hardworking Prussian ways—if she didn’t feel like it some days, she just wouldn’t get up—but she was such a winning personality that no one could be critical of her for long.



No one except Shelkov. One day he summoned Menia into his office and lectured her about the school’s regime on dress and makeup. Glaring at her long, heavily mascaraed eyelashes, he asked sarcastically if they were her own. Menia, who knew only a few words of Russian and was completely unfazed by the director, laughed coquettishly. “Nyet. Magazin [a shop].”

For all Menia’s frivolity, her thoughts were largely grounded in politics. “She was a serious Communist and very marked by her family and upbringing.” Her father had worked in the diplomatic service and was now a teacher renowned for his progressive ideas. Her older sister was married to a leading communist newspaper editor who, like many other middle-class intellectuals in Cuba, was soon to be among the most influential leaders of the revolution. Menia herself became an almost emblematic figure in Leningrad, a beautiful embodiment of the world outside—“such an extraordinary event in our gray lives”—and Spanish people who had emigrated to Russia with their families during the civil war often came to the school to talk to her.

Soon after her arrival at the end of 1955, Menia’s teacher Naima Balticheva (who had auditioned Rudolf in Moscow during the Dekada) told her about “a fantastic dancer who’s a little crazy and sloppy, and needs to get into shape.” At the time Menia was considering the idea of training as a teacher herself, and asked Pushkin if he would give her permission to watch his classes. “Then slowly I started coming because of Rudolf—already people thought I was his girlfriend.” Menia loved the wild spirit of Rudolf’s dancing while he in turn loved the moody recitals of Afro-Cuban song and dance that she gave at school concerts in the House of Culture. How luscious she looked with her bare feet, flounced skirt, and white bra showing through a tight, transparent black top; her eyes half closed and shapely hips swaying to the rhythm; and how well she could hold the stage alone. “He once said to me afterward, ‘I want to have the same emotion when I dance as you have when you sing.’ ”

But, dismissing Rudolf as “just another stupid boy,” Menia was not romantically drawn to him at that time. She had been involved with a married man before she left Cuba, a leading cultural figure, and she preferred older men. “It all started with her father, a lot of interesting friends of his would come to the house,” says Bella Kurgina, her closest friend in Leningrad, who used to share the “thousands of chocolates” that Menia received from her admirers. “You just had to look in those huge eyes to fall in love.” It was around the beginning of 1957 that she and Rudolf began to grow attached. They found that they were soul mates. The same things made them laugh—Rudolf often made fun of Shelkov, standing stiffly in a Stalin-like pose and pointing to an offensive scrap of litter in the corridor—and they loved listening to music and talking about books they had read. “I was astonished. Where did he get that culture, that sensibility? How was it possible, this country boy with peasant parents?”

Menia never discussed politics with Rudolf—he was simply not interested—even though this period, the lead-up to Castro’s overthrow of Fulgencio Batista, was the most turbulent in Cuban history. But she spoke about her family and encouraged him to do the same. It was the first time Rudolf had opened up about his life to anyone at school. He described the remarkable stoicism of his mother, and told Menia how his father had tried to talk him into playing the accordion instead of the piano. She spoke at length about her “Leningrad parents,” the couple who had practically adopted her. Estelle Volkenstein taught Spanish at Leningrad University and had participated in the civil war. When she heard of the arrival of a Cuban girl, she immediately contacted Menia, offering to act as her interpreter and to teach her Russian. Her husband, Mikhail Mikhailovich, a theoretician, was one of the brightest figures in Leningrad, an exceptionally cultivated, broad-minded man. “Conversation with the Volkensteins was at its most elevated—about art, about books, about philosophy—and one of the things that most impressed Rudolf about Menia was that she could be a friend of this very brilliant pair.”

He was soon taken up by them, too; invited to concerts and to dinners at their house (a photograph from that period shows him sitting gazing up at Mikhail Mikhailovich, hanging on his words). It was through the Volkensteins that he and Menia were able to get tickets to see Glenn Gould during his 1957 Soviet tour. Recognizing a fellow maverick who breathed his own personality into his work, Rudolf was immensely impressed. “You get a most weird and, to most critics, upsetting version by Glenn Gould,” he told the New York critic Walter Terry twenty years later. “But my God! What a titanic talent! Such a talent and inborn sense of dynamism.”

Rudolf’s friendship with Menia and his fervor for Gould only fanned his curiosity about the world outside: “Western art, Western choreography, people … he wanted to travel and see. Travel and see.” He would study photographs of Margot Fonteyn and other Royal Ballet artists in a calendar, as well as in copies of the Dancing Times, which an English friend of Menia’s regularly sent to her. “He wanted to dance with all those stars. He had already decided to leave.” As indeed he had. Leo had two passports then, as the original was due to expire; Rudolf knew this, and one day he took his roommate aside and pleaded to be given the passport Leo was going to discard. “He said, ‘We can change the pictures. It will be all right if the two of us keep this quiet,’ but I was too afraid—I thought we would both end up in prison in Siberia. Yet I knew at that moment that he was going to defect one day. It came as no surprise to me when he did.”

For a student performance in June 1957, Rudolf danced the Diana and Acteon pas de deux with the outstandingly gifted Alla Sizova, a performance that attracted no particular attention from the fans or critics but marked the beginning of an intense collaboration with Pushkin: “I could not lose a second of that time. I had to hear everything. I had to extort knowledge from him. I was preparing my steps on my own a lot then, in the evening. I would bring him to the studio and ask, ‘How shall I do this movement. Like this? Or like this?’ ” By now his only rival at school was a remarkable pupil in the parallel class of Boris Shavrov, already being compared to Nijinsky because of his extraordinary jumps. Yuri Soloviev was the great hope for the future, and had an adoring following among the teachers and students: “He was our type of dancer, whereas we couldn’t really learn from Rudolf at that time,” says Leo. “Yuri was a dancer’s dancer—the kind that Misha Baryshnikov became: a ballet textbook—as exact as the Law of Vaganova. Perfect.” Sergiu, who was less of a Soloviev fan, remembers how pleased Rudolf looked when he told him that he found Yuri’s angelic but expressionless face “boring, plain boring.” It was hard not to be jealous of the fact that Soloviev was the school favorite, and yet his sweet nature made disliking him impossible. Besides, Rudolf himself admired Soloviev enormously. The dancer’s extraordinary elevation and academic purity were the very qualities that he was working so hard to attain. In London years later, he would tell gushing fans, “You think I’m good? You want to see Soloviev!”

Among the male dancers in Leningrad there was no one else whom Rudolf revered. Konstantin Sergeyev was at the end of his career as a danseur noble, and the principals who succeeded him, such as the virile, athletic Askold Makarov and Boris Bregvadze, were fundamentally character dancers. The glory of the Kirov was in its ballerinas—it was a period almost as rich as the golden age of Olga Spessivtseva and Pavlova. Among the veterans there was the inspirational Natalia Dudinskaya as well as Alla Shelest, both of whose performances Rudolf never missed. Young stars included Irina Kolpakova, Alla Osipenko, and Ninel Kurgapkina, and among the new names emerging from the school were Alla Sizova and Natalia Makarova.


Male dancing was very rough in Russia at the time: they did not believe in lyrical passages, they did not believe that man could execute woman’s steps, and that’s what I was doing. They could not believe it, they could not be emotional; they could not really find that negative feeling which men are never permitted there; it was always positive.



Had Rudolf’s idol, Vakhtang Chaboukiani, still been in the company and in his prime, Rudolf might well have developed into a very different dancer, but as he saw no role model among the men, he began consciously to assimilate technical skills from the ballerinas. These included distinctively feminine qualities such as split extensions, high attitudes, soft, expressive arms, and—his most audacious plagiarism of all—the use of a high relevé that looked almost as if he were on pointe. In Leonid Yakobson’s Spartacus, which premiered in 1956, Rudolf would have seen ballerinas dancing not in pointe shoes but in sandals on three-quarter pointes—a departure that was considered anarchic by traditionalists. By adopting this innovation himself, and by introducing a high retiré position of the foot in pirouettes (which he later told Mikhail Baryshnikov he had taken from pictures he had seen of Western dancers), Rudolf discovered that he could make his legs appear much longer than they actually were. “This sense that he created of really lifting himself up with everything stretched gave a very Western look to his dancing,” says Baryshnikov. “At that time it really was unheard of to do those things. Russian male dancers were sturdy, thick, very much influenced by the bravura dancing of Chaboukiani. Guys were big.” “There was no female style among the boys in the school,” agrees Marguerite Alfimova. “Rudolf was learning from all of us and danced with lovely plastique. And he enjoyed dancing the female parts, which none of the other men would have been able to do.”

With his acute visual memory Rudolf knew the ballerinas’ repertory as well as his own. When Baryshnikov arrived at the school a decade later, people were still talking about the way he used to seize an opportunity to show the girls how the Petipa variations should be performed. As Baryshnikov recalled:


Before class, when everybody was standing and warming up, he would do Kitri’s variation from the first act [of Don Quixote] full out, which made a few people kind of uncomfortable. But full out and really good … and with the panache.… It was not being a queen … to him it was just another dance, not being a man dancing a woman’s role.



In character classes with Igor Belsky, who, as a performer, had been one of Russia’s most dynamic exponents of the genre, Rudolf was also attempting to break barriers.


Often pupils think that national dancing takes second place to ballet, but I had the impression that Rudolf really wanted to learn. It was very important for him. He was trying to bring folk dance closer to pure classical form. For example, a tendu in character dancing doesn’t have to be turned out, but Rudolf was really forcing his turnout. In Spanish classes while everyone else did a pas de chat that was half measure, Rudolf did his full out. He was maximalist: that’s why often he could be aggressive with people—he was afraid to lose time.



Even Pushkin, who made a point of steering his students early in their careers in one direction or another—“this one toward the romantic-lyrical route, that one toward the virtuoso”—found himself nonplussed by Rudolf’s cross-pollination of styles. “He used to say, ‘I don’t know who the devil you are! Are you a character dancer? A classical dancer? Or a Romantic dancer?’ It was because I was good at all of that.” But Pushkin gave him freedom, freedom not only to mold himself but to choose the roles he wanted to study. The teacher had encouraged Rudolf to stay on at school for another year in order to consolidate the progress he had made, the result of which amazed colleagues who had graduated before him. One of those, Anatoly Nikiforov, remembers:


He changed so much in 1958. He got three times more from Pushkin’s coaching than he had in all the previous years. When I saw Alexander Ivanovich in Rossi Street one day I congratulated him for doing such a great job with Rudolf, and he replied, “He’s a talent!” which was very unusual. He hardly ever praised people.



Rudolf himself knew his worth by now. At a 1958 New Year’s Eve party attended by Pushkin, Vera Kostrovitskaya, and many of the students, he made a toast in honor of a girl who had failed to get into the Kirov but won a place in a small company in Siberia. “Raising his glass to Inna Skidelskaya, he said, ‘Here’s to getting Inna away from Novosibirsk,’ and turning to her mother, he added, ‘You have my promise that I’ll help to get her back.’ ‘How do you expect to do that?’ smiled Inna’s mother. ‘Just you wait,’ Rudolf told her. ‘Soon the whole world is going to know about me!’ ”

In February, March, and April that year, Rudolf danced the male lead in student performances of the great classical ballets—the first he had given in full costume and in front of an audience on the Kirov stage. Sergiu Stefanschi still remembers his Nutcracker solo:


It was technically strong and already you could see the difference between him and the Kirov dancers. Rudolf didn’t have the control of the upper body Soloviev had, and the way he moved his hands, his head, and his torso was not so well-trained, but he had much more freedom than the others and he covered more space. He flew!



It was this extraordinary unconfined quality that stunned a Moscow audience in April during a national ballet-school contest—one of the most impressive gatherings of young talent in the history of twentieth-century dance. Other performers included the Bolshoi school’s star pupils Vladimir Vasiliev and Ekaterina Maximova; Leningrad’s Yuri Soloviev partnering the eighteen-year-old Natalia Makarova. Rudolf appeared with Alla Sizova, stealing the show on the second night with their duet from Le Corsaire (which they immediately repeated as an encore). Pale, composed Sizova—a paradigm of Kirov clarity—was the perfect foil to the blazing Nureyev. As a film of a subsequent performance in Moscow records, Rudolf’s technique and placing at that time were very crude. “Bursting out of proper form,” as one critic put it, his arms and feet flap, his shoulders are raised, but those who saw him for themselves insist that the camera caught nothing of his power onstage, nor conveyed the wild pleasure that dancing gave him.

Even Vasiliev was dazzled. Also one of a new breed of Soviet males determined to transcend the role of partner and explore ways of synthesizing different dance genres, he was an amazing virtuoso, accustomed to executing at least a dozen pirouettes at a time. That night he watched the Leningrad contender making only a few revolutions as he turned (Rudolf, as Baryshnikov puts it, “was never a multiple pirouette man like Vasiliev or Soloviev”), but it was the position of his feet in relevé that held Vasiliev transfixed. “I thought, God! This guy is really dancing on pointe. It was so beautiful.” From then on Vasiliev began sacrificing the number of turns executed on a low demi-pointe and copying Rudolf’s high relevé: “It was a totally different aesthetic: more beautiful and cleaner.” Not having an ideal premier danseur physique himself, he noticed how the position of Rudolf’s feet had given a more streamlined look to his legs. “It helped Vasiliev tremendously,” said Baryshnikov. “It stretched him—because of Rudolf, and nobody else.”

As a result of Rudolf’s success, the Bolshoi immediately offered him a contract as a soloist, allowing him to bypass the traditional first rung of corps de ballet. Moscow’s second company, the Stanislavsky, went one better by promising to make him a premier danseur, but its provincial standards and heavy touring schedule offered no temptation. Besides, there were still two months before his graduation in Leningrad, and he wanted to see what the Kirov had in store for him. “So I patiently went back. Completed studies.”

In many ways Rudolf was better suited at that time to the Bolshoi’s broad bravado style, which has always lacked the Kirov’s refinement. (If the Leningrad school is reflected in the architectural precision and harmony of its city, the Bolshoi has similarly absorbed the characteristics of clamorous, exciting, haphazard Moscow.) “In Moscow they did not teach the same way,” Balanchine has written. “They had more running around on the stage naked, like show-offs, flexing their muscles. In Moscow there was much more acrobatics. Not the Imperial style at all. And that made sense—after all, the czar lived in our city. Petersburg is Versailles.” Alexandra Danilova concurred. “Moscow style—well, they always sort of seek the gallery approval. I think the Leningrad style is much more dignified. They just dance. There is no playing with the public. There is good taste.… Something very royal about Leningrad dancer. Quietness and royalty.”

On the other hand, the Bolshoi still had the legendary Galina Ulanova (Prokofiev’s inspiration for Romeo and Juliet), who was, in Rudolf’s view “the first ballerina of the world,” combining the finesse and lyricism of her Kirov training with a Stanislavskian understanding of the internal meaning of her roles. But she was exceptional. Totally immersed in her performance—the personification of the Russian soul—Ulanova, he felt, was “perennially uncorrupted,” whereas lesser dancers had succumbed to the company’s status as a national tourist attraction. “At school we couldn’t help feeling a sense of superiority at the sophistication of the Kirov dancers,” remarked Sergiu Stefanschi. “ ‘Look how they move! Look how they do mime!’ Rudolf said to me once, ‘Not making a big noise.’ ” Even the Moscow balletomanes were less educated and easier to please than their Leningrad counterparts. Rudolf’s mind was already made up: He may have been a born Bolshoi dancer, but it was the Kirov to which he aspired. “At the Kirov, everything is best, writers, creators.… Bolshoi practically never created anything … everything was simply borrowed.… As a result they had Goleizovsky, they had Lopokhov, and we have Balanchine.”

On June 19, 1958, Galina Palshina, a “usually very restrained” Kirov fan, wrote in her diary after the students’ graduation performance:


Stunning impression! First jump in Corsaire strong and soft. Armen’s variation with torches [Khatchaturian’s Gayane] with furious, vertical turns. It must be that tomorrow Nureyev will wake up famous and the whole city will know his name. At the end of the performance he came out excited, happy, embarrassed. His hair was falling over his eyes. He had a suitcase with no handle which was opening all the time and a modest bouquet of flowers in his hands.



Two or three days later, walking down the corridor, Natalia Dudinskaya, the Kirov’s prima ballerina, saw Rudolf sitting morosely on the stairs. “Rudik—what’s the matter?” she exclaimed. “The performance went so well.” The ballerina had been keeping an eye on the student ever since Pushkin had called her into the studio one evening to watch him perform the Diana and Acteon variations, which she herself had danced with Chaboukiani. “I’d been surprised by how that boy, not even in the graduate class, could sense and feel the poses.” However, Rudolf did not confess his dilemma. He had received a letter of “written gratitude” from the administration, and been told that he would be officially accepted in the Kirov at a salary of eighteen hundred rubles a month. But this was as a corps de ballet member, and with the Bolshoi demanding to know if he would be accepting his soloist contract, the time had come for him to make up his mind. Not even Nijinsky had started his Imperial Ballet career as a soloist, but Rudolf had been counting on setting a precedent, bragging to his classmates, “You will see, you will see!” Sitting down beside him, Dudinskaya said, “I hear you’re going to dance in Moscow. Don’t be foolish! Don’t choose the Bolshoi—stay here, and we’ll dance together.”

The idea, as Rudolf immediately realized, “was fabulous!” Although in the final stage of her career, Dudinskaya and her partner, Konstantin Sergeyev, were regarded as national treasures: “We had the Bronze Horseman, the Hermitage, the Russian Museum—and Dudinskaya and Sergeyev.” Rudolf had worshipped her from the moment he arrived in Leningrad, not only watching all her performances but studying the way she rehearsed other dancers. “That was when I understood that I have to take everything available from all possible teachers.” For the company’s prima ballerina to pick as her new partner a boy straight out of school was as much of an event as when Mathilda Kschessinskaya—star of the Imperial Ballet and onetime mistress of Czar Nicholas—chose the twenty-one-year-old Nijinsky to dance with her. “Sounds like Hollywood story, doesn’t it?” Rudolf later told film director Lindsay Anderson. “I was waiting for something like that to happen.”*

Also in the audience at the graduation concert, sitting with a pounding heart in case Rudolf burned himself out, was a vivacious young physics student, Liuba Romankova, dancer-slim with large brown eyes, who had been introduced to Rudolf during an intermission by their mutual friend Elizaveta Pazhi. Anxious for her protégé to meet people of his own age outside school, Elizaveta Mikhailovna asked Liuba if she would invite Rudolf for a meal—like many Leningrad families, the Romankovs kept open house on Sundays. “Our cultural life took place at home. But it wasn’t like a salon—it was a kitchen culture with people gathered round a table eating and talking.” A few weeks later, noting the promising omen of an address named after his favorite composer, Rudolf went along to 63 Tchaikovsky Street, a once-grand building with vaulted ceilings, peeling, paneled walls decorated with white Wedgwood-style cupid moldings, and a sweeping wrought-iron staircase. The Romankovs’ second-floor apartment, warmed by floor-to-ceiling wood-burning stoves, was crammed with relatives, three generations of whom were sitting at a large polished table surrounded by books, photographs, and family clutter. Rudolf was immediately made to feel at home. “Our mother and father were superb. They always treated our friends as their own.” At around three in the afternoon lunch was served—typical Sunday fare such as cabbage soup, blinis, cucumbers with dill, garlicky meatballs, boiled potatoes served straight from the saucepan, and sweet Georgian wine.

When people started getting up from the table at around seven, Liuba and her twin brother, Leonid, also a student at the Polytechnic Institute, invited Rudolf to stay and talk. As attractive as his sister, though much less outgoing, Leonid was tall and gentle, “with a most delicate, refined mind and a generous heart.” (Years later Rudolf confessed to a mutual acquaintance that Leonid was probably his first love, although he hadn’t realized it at the time.) Studying the subject they loved, playing all kinds of sports, and attending the latest exhibitions, films, concerts, and plays, they were the Shestidesyatniki—the children of Khrushchev’s thaw. “It was an intoxicating time for young people in Russia. Our whole lives were ahead of us and the possibilites seemed endless.” Liuba and Leonid found the shy, taciturn Rudolf completely unlike anyone they had ever known. They noticed from the start how he didn’t share their interest in politics—“Not for anything would he allow himself to be drawn into a political debate.… The only world he inhabited was that of the performing arts.”

That night they talked about literature and the new painting no longer banned from exhibition in Russia—Picasso, the French impressionists, and their favorite artist, the sensuous fauvist Kees van Dongen—chronicler of Rotterdam’s red-light district and the Paris beau monde. Keen anglophiles, then studying English with a private tutor, they immediately infected Rudolf with their enthusiam to learn the language himself. Other passions—jazz being one—were of less interest to him: “He was too immersed in classical music. His world of the arts was that of the nineteenth, not the twentieth century.” Nor did they share his fervor for Dostoyevsky—“not popular with our group”—preferring the new writing they had discovered in the journal Inostrannaya Literatura (foreign literature), such as John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger and work by such Americans as Hemingway, Faulkner, Kerouac, and Steinbeck. They did not stop talking until the early hours of the following day.

Captivated by these two young people with their fresh perspective on life and learning, Rudolf suddenly saw his own horizon expanding from the narrow ballet world he knew, and as he left the house and walked back to Rossi Street, he felt euphoric.

He prolonged his sense of well-being on a Crimean holiday at the school dacha, where he kept himself apart from the other students—“We never knew where he was”—and spent his time taking mud baths or lying on the beach. Then calamity struck. Returning to Leningrad, he was summoned to the director’s office and given the following letter.


To Nureyev Rudolf Hamitovich

The administration of the Kirov Theater informs you that by the order of the Ministry of Culture of the Soviet Socialist Federation Republic you are being sent to the Ministry of Culture of Bashkirian Soviet Socialist Republic and you should apply there about your future work.

[signed] Temporary Director I. Glotov



The Ufa Ballet demanded his return as repayment to the Republic of Bashkir for its grant, and the Kirov administration agreed to let him go. Margarita Alfimova remembers seeing Rudolf running out of the room, “crying and shouting.” Pushkin then arrived to calm him down, and he went back to the rehearsal. “This was the first time I saw him in tears,” said Alla Sizova. “He wept real tears and said, ‘I can’t go back home. I can’t leave the Kirov. I know there is nothing better in ballet than this theater.’ ”

Glotov had written back to the Bashkirian minister of culture, telling him that Nureyev would be returning “to be at your disposal.” Rudolf, however, had no intention of complying. Almost immediately he caught a plane to Moscow and headed straight to the Ministry of Culture, where he was shown into the office of an assistant bureaucrat who told him that there was nothing to be done. He had to fulfill his duty to the state. But surely, Rudolf argued, an exception should be made when no fewer than three major companies had offered to make him their leading dancer. “I said they were making a big mistake. I was being my own impresario.” There was nothing to be done, the woman repeated implacably. “You’ll be damned!” spat Rudolf as he stormed out of the room (later learning to his satisfaction that the day after their meeting she had been inexplicably dismissed).” I cried on the pavement, and afterward I went to the Bolshoi, and they took me. They said, “Go and collect your belongings and you’ll start working in September.”

Back in Leningrad, where he began preparing to pack and bid goodbye to his friends, he found a note telling him to go immediately to the company office. There Boris Fenster, the Kirov’s chief choreographer and artistic director, a kindly, avuncular man in his early forties, astonished him by saying wryly, “Why are you making such a fool of yourself? Unpack your things and stay here with us.” Pushkin had successfully petitioned on Rudolf’s behalf. He would not only be joining the company as a soloist but making his debut in a principal role by partnering Dudinskaya in Laurentia in November 1958.

Since graduating, Rudolf had been living in a workers’ hostel, sleeping in a room with seven others, on bunk beds nailed to the wall like shelves. Now, however, he heard that the theater would be allocating him a room of his own in an apartment in Ordinarnaya Street in the Petrograd quarter, a quiet, prestigious part of town. Such luxury was a dream to most Leningraders accustomed to communal living, but learning that he was expected to share the apartment with Alla Sizova, Rudolf was furious. Confronting Ninel Kurgapkina, one of his favorite ballerinas, he exclaimed, “Have you heard? They’re giving me a flat! With Sizova! They think by doing so I’ll eventually marry her! Never!!!”

Although so ideal together onstage, friends claim that they “hated each other in life,” Rudolf once going so far as dismissing Sizova as “just a Yivreka [a Jewess]!” a remark that was not only crass but untrue.* Most of his antagonism was rooted in lack of respect for her as a performer; he found her emotionally cold and felt that she was complaisant about her natural talent.† In the end, neither dancer moved into the apartment. Rudolf preferred to stay in his “cupboard,” which was near the theater—Ordinarnaya Street was a forty-minute bus ride from the center—and where he did not have to arrange daily chores like washing, cleaning, cooking, shopping; Sizova continued to live with Natalia Kamkova, her teacher, while her parents moved into her room. Rosa Nureyeva, who was longing for the chance to join her brother in Leningrad, soon arrived to take over Rudolf’s.

Most of November was spent preparing Laurentia, which Chaboukiani, inspired by Dudinskaya’s virtuoso brilliance, had made especially for her. A Spanish tale with a suitably Soviet message, the ballet tells of a heroine and her fiancé who lead a peasant uprising against a despotic commandore. In it Chaboukiani created a new idiom for the male dancer, giving it emotional power by blending bravura classical dancing with folk elements that he had imported from his native Georgia. This was exactly the fusion that Rudolf had already been exploring in character classes at school.

On the night of November 20 expectations in the theater were at fever pitch. “Many of us remembered the brilliant creator of Frondoso,” said Faina Rokhind, a Chaboukiani fan who was bereft when the dancer left Leningrad. “I was amazed that Rudolf didn’t copy Chaboukiani, who had always been the leader and soul of this ballet. Instead, he brought elements of his own temperament and made the character seem much more of a loner.” Friends in the audience sat holding their breath, and for a second during a pirouette, in which Rudolf supported his partner with one hand, they thought he was going to let her fall. “But Dudinskaya was such a technician that she held herself up.” Before their entrance, the ballerina had told Rudolf to think only of himself, Laurentia was her most popular role and he should not concern himself with her. Intuiting this, one critic would write, “In his duets with N. M. Dudinskaya, Nureyev dances too much on his own, forgetting that it is to Laurentia that his fits of passion should be directed, to her and her alone.” But for most of the audience, Rudolf’s performance was thrilling—like “an eruption of Vesuvius”—though some purists complained that his boiling bravura “disturbed the subtle choreography.” Others were uncomfortable about the disparity between the dancers’ ages—Dudinskaya was twenty-five years older than the twenty-one-year-old Nureyev. “She was a prima ballerina on the decline; it was a privilege for her to dance with him,” remarked dance writer Igor Stupnikov, who remembered sitting in a box silently urging her to complete a notorious series of diagonal turns. “A friend sitting beside me whispered, ‘At this moment, she has no enemies in the world.’ ”

Rudolf gave Dudinskaya a new lease on life—as he would later do with Margot Fonteyn—but he would always acknowledge his debt to her. “It was not just Pushkin who influenced my outlook on dance. Dudinskaya gave me the idea of classicism: musicality, attack, sense of time suspended.” From her he absorbed qualities that cannot be taught, such as stage magic and the power “to sparkle, to make performance.” She was steeping him in an ideal, as the dance writer Elizabeth Kaye has noted. “This was the nineteenth-century ideal of classicism.”

When his teacher Anna Udeltsova heard that they were screening a news item on Rudolf’s Laurentia in Ufa, she rushed to the cinema, where she watched the “inimitably delicate dashing Spaniard” as if spellbound. Immediately writing a letter to Rosa in Leningrad, she suggested that they should both start making scrapbooks of Rudolf’s newspaper photographs and clippings. “Previously, when I spoke about his talent, people used to mock me and said that I was probably carried away by him … [but] now the whole world can witness what was clear to me then, so let God give him good health and strong nerves.”

Offstage Rudolf’s life was just as exhilarating. By now his friendship with Menia Martinez had developed into a romance; friends noticed how happy and excited they were in each other’s company, always tender and demonstrative. “It was the first experience for both of them to be in love. Although Rudolf was always a little self-mocking—he was very proud and didn’t like to be seen to be sentimental—he was obviously very pleased that such a fabulous, sexy girl would give him her love.”

He also felt confident and stable in the company of the Romankov twins—the Sportivniks, as he and Menia called them because they were sports crazy. Having been nervous at first about joining in conversations that would expose his provincialism, Rudolf was now unintimidated by his intellectual friends, “although it was obviously much easier for Rudik with our sports-oriented crowd.” On weekends he often joined them in Gorskaya, on the Gulf of Finland, where Liuba’s volleyball teammate had a dacha. Rock and roll was just catching on in Russia, and one night they held a contest in which the winner was the couple whose partner left her footprints on the ceiling. Rudolf enjoyed showing a couple of jocks who had mocked his slight physique how to lift a girl high above their heads, but he never took part in any activities that might cause him injury, choosing instead to sit alone on the beach watching the young madcaps at play. “He was both with us and at the same time not with us.”

Early one evening as the sun was beginning to set, Rudolf walked away from the group and down toward the water. He had discovered an almost pantheistic fascination for nature, for the sea in particular, which would grow more intense throughout his life. He was gone so long that when he failed to return to the dacha, Liuba went in search of him. She had no romantic interest in Rudolf but felt a certain responsibility for him, and always made sure that he was not being left out. When she arrived at the edge of the shore, she found him staring out over the horizon. “Rudik, what are you doing? Everyone’s looking for you!” “Ssh!” he whispered. “Look how beautiful it all is.” As the enormous red ball of a sun slowly sank behind the gulf, the two stood watching until it had disappeared and the sky began to darken. “We turned away and, without saying a word, plodded back to the dacha.”

Toward the end of 1959, just before Rudolf was due to partner Dudinskaya in Laurentia for the second time, he tore a ligament in his leg so badly that he was hospitalized and declared unfit to dance for two years. When Pushkin visited the ward and saw his pupil lying on his bed in black despair, he invited Rudolf to move in with him and his wife. Since the Moscow contest when Rudolf’s sudden success had brought home to the dance world how great a teacher Pushkin actually was, the two had grown closer than ever. And now, from the moment that Rudolf was taken into Pushkin’s home, he became more of a son than a pupil. “There, thanks to Pushkin’s and his wife’s vigilant care, and the doctor’s daily visits, after twenty days I was able to go to class.”

Pushkin and his wife, Xenia Jurgenson, a forty-two-year-old Kirov coryphée coming to the end of her career, lived in a typical Soviet communal apartment opposite the school in Rossi Street. They shared a bathroom with six other families, and their room—twenty-five square meters—was unbearably hot in summer, as a chimney from the canteen below passed along one wall, but more than compensating for the discomfort was the cultivated atmosphere they had created around them. “Here, in the Pushkins’ household, Rudolf found not only the traditions of St. Petersburg but also a home environment and ballet university all rolled into one.” The couple, who had no children of their own, were renowned for their kindness to young people—when one of the students’ father died, it was the Pushkins who nursed him through his period of mourning. And three times a year—on Alexander Ivanovich’s birthday, after final exams, and on New Year’s Eve—they would invite the whole class for a meal. Xenia considered the care of her husband’s pupils an integral part of her duty to him; she darned their socks and shopped at the market for fresh vegetables and the best cuts of meat, which she cooked superbly. “That’s what impressed the boys so much: her taste and style—the trouble she went to for them. Alexander Ivanovich taught and Xenia Josifovna cared.”

She was also a born teacher in her way, drawing out youngsters by getting them to talk about themselves, and giving them advice, lending them books, and encouraging them to analyze what they had read—“unobtrusively, never showing up their ignorance.” When shy young Galina Barunchukova arrived in Leningrad from Siberia, it was Xenia who took her under her wing, teaching her how to dress, how to shop:


She set a wonderful example, saying how you should always buy things that were good even though they are expensive—there is no use in having cheap bad things—and teaching Alexander Ivanovich’s pupils how to be gentlemen. When Xenia Josifovna came into the room after cooking in the kitchen, she would say to the boys who were sitting waiting for their dinner, “So who is going to give me his chair?”



A tall, attractive Baltic blond, Xenia looked half the age of her husband (who was ten years older), and was as earthy and extroverted as he was spiritual and mild. One day, soon after Rudolf had moved into the Rossi Street apartment, all three went to Tchaikovsky Street for one of the Romankovs’ Sunday dinners, joining the usual group with Elizaveta and Veniamin Pazhi among the older guests. As the meal was coming to an end, Xenia, who was sitting beside Rudolf, reached across the table for a banana, which she slowly and suggestively began to peel. Just as she was about to put it in her mouth, she whispered something laughingly to Rudolf who, clearly embarrassed, snapped back one word in reply. Liudmila Romankova, the twins’ mother, who heard what he had said, was shocked: “Doura!” (fool) was not a term that a young man should apply to an older woman. She waited until everyone had left, and when she and her daughter were alone together, said, “I do believe that Xenia is having an intimate relationship with Rudik.” “Mama!” protested Liuba, “how could you think such a thing?” In her eyes Xenia was “an old woman.” But then, over the next few weeks as she observed them together, she began to realize that her mother must be right.


*In his autobiography Rudolf describes this as a conversation he had with Shelkov, not Ivanovsky—possibly because it made a more dramatic anecdote.

*Dudinskaya gives a different version in Radik Kudoyarov’s documentary The Myth of Rudolf, claiming, “I didn’t ask him—he asked me.”

*Rudolf’s habit of using anti-Semitic asides as obscenities, although common enough in Russia, was a practice for which he would be seriously condemned in the West.

†Technique came so easily to Sizova that she hardly needed to work; Rudolf would set her challenges when they danced together, getting her to substitute a sequence of Italian double fouettés instead of the usual sixteen singles in her Don Quixote variation.
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