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Ballet -

a worthy component
of the national
culture of
Azerbaijan
Galina MIKELADZE
THE CRISIS OF THE 1990S SIGNIFICANTLY WEAKENED THE POSITIONS OF
MANY CENTERS OF CULTURE AND BALLET, BUT THANK GOD, THE LAST DECADE AND A HALF CAN BE DESCRIBED
AS A TIME WHEN IT FELT THE STATE’S
FULL CARE, GRADUALLY OVERCAME
THE DIFFICULTIES AND BEGAN TO GET
THE OPPORTUNITY TO KEEP ABREAST
OF TIME.
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Gulagasi Mirzayev playing Majnun
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Kamilla Huseynova playing the main part in the “Rast” ballet
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Madina Aliyeva and Zaur Fatullayev

F

ollowing a decree by President
Heydar Aliyev, not only did the
salary of ballet dancers greatly increase, but working space was totally
refurbished, which made it possible to
create normal conditions for their work,
and funds for new productions began
to be allocated.
But most of all, I think, it was the
safety margin, which was laid in the
foundation of this phenomenon at the
very beginning, that helped it stand on
its own two feet. Spontaneously born
in the Azerbaijani capital Baku in the
early 20th century through the eﬀorts
of individual enthusiasts and thanks to
broad state support, ballet raised talented servants of choreography and
through their eﬀorts, turned into a serious professional structure with its own
classical school. They did everything
possible for the Azerbaijan State Opera
and Ballet Theater, which was in a critical situation, to survive, and revive and

develop traditions.
In those diﬃcult times, the highly
experienced dancer, Madina Aliyeva,
was the prima donna of the troupe for
many years. She is now a people’s artist
of Azerbaijan, thanks to whom the the-

ater was not closed even for a day and
regularly staged performances, in which
she was a decoration. The audience had
the opportunity to watch Afrasiyab
Badalbeyli’s ballets «Maiden’s Tower»;
Fikrat Amirov’s «A Thousand and One

27

8/7/12 12:55 PM

Cultural heritage
Nights»; Tchaikovsky’s «Swan Lake»; M.
Adan’s «Giselle»; Ludwig Minkus’s «Don
Quixote» performed by a thinning
troupe that enthusiastically extended
the lives of the performances that had
been staged earlier and involved the
audience in the art of classical dance.
In 1997, largely relying on young
dancers who had just graduated from
the Ballet School, the troupe produced
two premieres staged by guest choreographer G. Kovtun – the ballet «Romeo
and Juliet» to Tchaikovsky’s music and
«Harlequinade» to Donizetti’s music,
and it was a breakthrough.
Within two years, the teacher-choreographer, Pulumb Agaliyay, starting the
production of his own version of the
famous ballet «Carmen Suite» to BizetShchedrin’s music, worked with fairly responsible soloists, whose parts he had
«stuﬀed» with very diﬃcult movements,
combinations, and supports. Then, the
annals of the theater included the successful debuts of Naira Ramazanova,
very young, but so bold in her virtuosity (Carmen); plastic and spiritualized
dancer Gulagasi Mirzayev as Jose; and
his colleague Yuriy Lobachev, who masterly and sincerely performed the bullﬁghter’s role.
This trio, incidentally, was Pulumb
Agaliyay’s support in the creation of
«White and Black», a performance to
the music of miniatures by the composer Khayyam Mirzazadeh, in the modern
style, which was unusual for the troupe.
When G. Kovtun, who was visiting a
year later, undertook to stage the oneact ballet «Don Quixote» to Gara Garayev’s music «Symphonic Engravings»,
written as a kind of illustration for G.
Kozintsev’s ﬁlm under the same name,
the choreographer already had several
leading soloists at his disposal, who had
been assigned the same roles so that
they could lead the performances «in
turns». This clearly increased possibilities! And not only in terms of «quantity»...

28

Heritage_3_(10)_2012.indd 28

I remember Dulcinea’s part was
studied by Madina Aliyeva, Kamilla
Huseynova, and the college graduate
Rima Isgandarova, but it was the beginner ballerina who was asked to dance
her at the premiere. Why not? Because
from the ﬁrst steps on stage, Rima
seemed the embodiment of Cervantes’
character and the theater had a choice.
Isgandarova, who delighted the audience with her touching and spiritual nature, mastered many classic parts time
after time and soon gained the right
to dance such a masterpiece of classical ballet as Giselle. It is no accident
that staging a one-act ballet «Layla and
Majnun» to the music of Gara Garayev’s

symphonic poem a little later, the famous choreographer Georgi Aleksidze
enthusiastically praised the skills of the
superb pair - Rima Isgandarova and Gulagasi Mirzayev, who managed to create
a tender and harmonious duo that was
able to embody the most powerful romantic characters on the ballet stage.
What testiﬁes to creative growth
and the emergence of decent leaders
in Azerbaijani ballet today? Of course, it
is the growing repertoire. One-act classic ballets such as «Chopiniana» and
«Paquita» have revived in recent years,
T. Bakikhanov’s «Caspian Ballad», Ravel’s
«Bolero», «Temptation» to the music of

Prokofyev’s Classical Symphony and
«Rast» by Niyazi have been staged, alternately appearing in theater posters.
Among the performers of the main
parts are Kamilla Huseynova, Yelena
Skomoroschenko, Sabina Hajidadash,
Yulia Kalmykova, Alsu Gimadayeva, Tamilla Mammadova, Nigar Ibrahimova
and others talented dancers.
It is not always easy to staﬀ the male
part of the troupe, but there is obvious
progress now. The boys, who received
a diploma of the Baku Choreography
School, joined the theater and ﬁrmly
connected their fate to the classical
dancer’s profession, have become interesting actors and soloists in recent
years – they are leading performers of
the main parts, Gulagasi Mirzayev, Yuriy
Lobachev, Islam Islamov, Samir Samadov, Makar Fershtandt, Rufat Shaﬁyev,
Dmitriy Tarusov, and corps de ballet
dancers, which allows us to stage many
productions that require a larger number of participants, of course, with responsible and persistent daily preparations for the increasingly sophisticated
challenges in the world of ballet.
…So today, in the huge rehearsal
hall of the Azerbaijan State Opera and
Ballet Theater, it has been busy since the
morning - the members of the troupe
are going to a «lesson». Late last night,
they staged «Don Quixote» to Minkus’s
music - a large, intense performance,
physically and emotionally exhausting
everyone who participated in it. After
such excitement, it is not easy to immediately go to bed, but the next morning, according to a long-time rule, the
whole troupe came to the lesson. This
is an exercise for life where everyone is
equal - experienced ones and beginners, corps de ballet artists, soloists and
famous hosts. As usual, everyone lines
up near the machine stick – this is how
a ballet dancer’s day has begun in the
world ever since he entered the ballet
school, which forges virtually every-
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one’s character.
To the accompaniment of rhythmic
music and seeing their reﬂection in a
huge full-wall mirror, they perform the
requirements of the ballet alphabet one
after another, maintaining physical ﬁtness, developing their techniques and
providing freedom in dance.
Alternately, the «class» is conducted
by the people’s artist of Azerbaijan, Tamilla Shiraliyeva, and honored artist
Pulumb Agaliyay... Everyone has their
own style, set of combinations and order of movements, but the vigilant eyes
of these leading dancers of the recent
past, who are now highly experienced
teachers, do not miss any nuance.
During the alternation of plier, relever, croise, eﬀace, ecarte, tourner, sauter
and glisse linked to a variety of chains,
they sympathetically watch the purity of
the lines and the observance of the very
strictly regulated rules, gradually corwww.irs-az.com
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recting those who make mistakes and
oﬀering to meet and repeat the diﬃcult
passages again and again. The lesson, by
the way, is constructed so that endurance is achieved through overcoming

almost impossible physical loads.
Yes, there are enough diﬃculties
in ballet, for here under great physical
pressure, many nuances are important
– up to the point in which direction you
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looked, whether your step was long
enough, whether you stopped well
after rotations, from which canonical
position you started moving, whether
you kept your pose and whether you
followed the musical phrase...
For a professional, the subtle nuances, which are unnoticeable to the inexperienced viewer, become a guarantee
of a masterly performance of combinations called variations, duets, and adagio, a guarantee of an artist’s creative
freedom on the stage and his ability to
create the image of the character - to
do something that provides a high level
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of performance and the reputation of
the troupe and theater in general.
The rehearsal is regarded as a more
creative process after the lesson, when
preparations are under way for a new
and often declared performance, and
the troupe once again «goes through» it
«from cover to cover». Again and again,
musical selections are performed by the
concertmaster, and the same variations
and adagio are performed several times
- attention is focused on diﬃcult places
and mise-en-scenes.
On that day, they «went through»
the «Maiden’s Tower» - «Giz Galasi» - the

ﬁrst Azerbaijani ballet staged in 1940
is still in the theater’s repertory. This is
a dramatic piece created by composer
Afrasiyab Badalbeyli, which went down
in the golden fund of our choreography
forever as a vivid artistic phenomenon,
and lead singer Yuriy Lobachev, who
was assigned the role of the khan, rehearsed the part under the leadership
of Azerbaijan’s People’s Artist Tamilla
Shiraliyeva on that day.
The artist seems to repeat the text
of the part, but Tamilla Aliyeva makes a
remark unobtrusively and in a recommendatory tone: Hang on for a few seconds here to show an expressive pose,
and then...
Such a thing can be noticed only by
a delicate and highly experienced professional, and the ballet dancer who has
lived a great stage career and has long
become artistic director of the Baku
School of Choreography and a perfect
tutor and mentor of soloists in the theater, accidentally displays not only stage
experience, but also a subtle taste and
fanatical attitude towards the art of ballet. This is the school of the ﬁrst Azerbaijani ballet dancer Gamar Almaszadeh
– a brilliant dancer of the Leningrad
school, a charming, piquant woman,
a kind, responsive, attentive person
whose 95th anniversary the Azerbaijan
public marked this year.
Is it any wonder that with careful attention to the art of ballet, such a school
not only helped it to survive diﬃcult
times, but also to begin to create fulllength performances?
When composer Polad Bulbuloglu oﬀered the theater the score and
libretto of the ballet «Love and Death»
based on the epic «Dede Gorgud», the
theater was ready to work on such a
large scale, complex and extraordinary
performance, but it had to start from
scratch. The piece of music infused with
Azerbaijani national motifs required adequate choreographic solutions, and
www.irs-az.com
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not just in the picture of dance and
construction of mise-en-scenes. Behind
each character in the libretto there is a
historical ﬁgure with his own character
and mentality, behind each suit there is
ethnographically veriﬁed awareness of
time and space - it was about recreating
the fateful atmosphere, and hence, the
painstaking study of historical facts and
many other features of the time. The active quest by the true professional, erudite art historian and people’s artist of
Azerbaijan, Raﬁs Ismayilov, who worked
closely with the choreographers and
performers - Gulagasi Mirzayev, Samir
Samadov, Kamilla Huseynova, Rimma
Isgandarova, Yelena Skomoroschenko
and others, yielded a truly impressive
result. The ballet «Love and Death» was
a success not only in Baku, but was recently very well received by the audience in St. Petersburg.
One of the most worthy perforwww.irs-az.com
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mances of Azerbaijani classical music
- Gara Garayev’s ballet «Seven Beauties» born in 1952 on the basis of the
12th century Azerbaijani poet and philosopher Nizami had not seen the light
for several years, but now, ﬁnally, the
theater has shown Bakuvians a modern version of this product. The new libretto, the new musical version and the
new ballet decorations changed the
ballet to bring it closer to the modern
perception of the audience, and it was
quite a challenge.
If the soloists engaged in the performance can ﬁll the dance vocabulary
with inspiring plastic, the music of the
great Azerbaijani composer provides
emotional intensity, which sounds in
every sentence of the maestro’s score,
and it is very pleasing.
The theater was able to fulﬁll the
long-time dream of young viewers recently they were shown the ballet

«Thumbelina», staged by the specially
invited choreographer Lia Sabitova to
the music of Johann Strauss. What is
particularly valuable here is that more
than half of the play is performed by
young pupils of the Baku Choreography
School, while the main part is played by
a tiny second-form girl, Gunay Ismayilova, with whom experienced mentors
are thoroughly working.
All of this allows us to hope that
the professional choreographic troupe,
which has engaged thousands of fans
in the theater over decades, will continue to delight the new generations,
using the art of ballet to enrich people’s
knowledge about music, choreography, literature and the ability to live
with spiritual values, helping them to
attain the heights of national and world
culture...
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