




Svetlana Zakharova is the reigning monarch of 
dance. Although she was born 38 years ago in 
Ukraine, she is a Russian citizen. Since 2003, 
Ms. Zakharova has been the unwavering queen 
of the Bolshoi Theatre in Moscow and an etoile 
of La Scala. Dancing since she was six years 
old, she learned her first positions, coupé, plié, 
piqué, ronde de jambe at the school where 
her mother was a teacher, the dance academy 
of Luc’k, Ukrainian town where she was born. 
Ms. Zakharova entered the Kiev School at the 
age of ten. Once she arrived in St. Petersburg, 
she never looked back. She was immediately 
admitted to the final course of the Vaganova 
Dance Academy and the following year was al-
ready part of the Mariinsky Dance troupe. She 
was nominated prima ballerina 12 months lat-
er. The Bolshoi followed, along with a shower 
of offers from the best companies in the world.
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Ms. Zakharova is a miracle of talent. 
Add to that irreproachable technique, 
untiring study, self-discipline, iron will, 
and concentrated resolution, and her 
shyness almost seems out of place. A 
shyness that makes it difficult to imag-
ine her a member of the State Duma. 
She sat among the ranks of the United 
Russia party from 2008 until 2011, the 
year her daughter Anja was born from 
her marriage with Vadim Repin, a vio-
lin virtuoso.
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Working at the Bolshoi ensures access to ev-
ery other theatre in the world. She explains 
why: “it has an enormous stage. Its size is fright-
ening. It is really gigantic. Also, the theatre’s 
history is intimidating. Knowing that legendary 
dancers have danced there, and you are about 
to go on stage, you feel the weight of respon-
sibility.” She embodies the latest generation 
of Russian dance, which is not to be taken 
lightly in a country where still today, ballet 

remains an important feature of the Russian 
identity, explains Ms. Zakharova. “Whenever 
there are institutional events or parties, ballet 
is never missing. The Sochi Winter Olympics 
is a good example. In the opening and closing 
celebrations, there was a great deal of ballet. 
I participated too. We still have a solid tradi-
tion, an important school and continued inter-
est from the public.” Speaking of schools, the 
Sirius Educational Centre was created a few 
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years ago in Sochi. Designed for Russian excellence in the arts, 
as well as sports and science, Ms. Zakharova is on the board. 
She enthusiastically speaks about it: “It is an exceptional place, 
a unique environment. President Vladimir Putin wanted it and 
visits it at least once a year. Highly gifted children arrive to Sirius 
from all over Russia, as do the finest instructors. There are many 
projects, workshops, and disciplines, from hockey to figure skat-
ing, science, math, art and, of course, dance. It is a very special 
knowledge factory.”
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We ask the artist how much of a role talent and hard work have played 
in her career. “They both count, and I would say in equal measure. At one 
point in my studies, I was told that I was very talented. That is good. But 
I can say with great conviction that without lots and lots of hard work, 
I would not be here today.” She confesses that every time she goes on 
stage, she lives the moment with such intense concentration and ten-
sion that at the end of the show, “I feel an emptying. It takes me a long 
time to fall asleep, to get rid of that adrenaline.”
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She has a six-year-old daughter whom 
she used to take along with her when 
she was a baby. Now the little girl goes 
to school in Moscow. Whenever Ms. 
Zakharova is away from her child, her 
mother takes care of her, “which really 
helps me a great deal. She has always 
been an important figure in my life. She 
has always been forthright in telling me 
the positive, but above all the negative. 
She is the most reliable critic I have ev-
er had, even now. Her observations have 
been constructive, especially at the be-
ginning when other people would not 
have dared to bluntly tell me the things 
that she pointed out to me. And thanks to 
this emphasis, I have managed to grow, 
first as a student, and then as a profes-
sional. Even when she knew that a cer-
tain comment could have offended me, 
she never kept it from me. This is why I 
have blind trust in her. If it is good, she 
will say so. If it is bad, she says it is bad.”
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Svetlana Zakharova left Kiev when she was 
a young girl. Does she prefer Kiev, Moscow, 
or St. Petersburg? Which city occupies the 
largest place in her affections? “I have lived 
in Moscow for a long time. I love this city. So, 
I would say that Moscow is the closest to my 
heart. I live there with my husband and daugh-
ter. As for St. Petersburg, I rarely go there now, 
but when I do, I feel a sense of pleasure. I feel 
good there. They are two very different cities. 
They offer different things. As for Kiev, I left 
there when I was 15, and anyway I was born in 
Luc’k. I went to Kiev to study. Then I returned to 
dance Giselle after 19 years of absence.” What 
was her impression after being absent for two 
decades? “When I arrived in Kiev, I immediate-
ly went to see my school. I realized that noth-
ing had changed. Same walls, fixtures, nothing 
had been done, not even the slightest mainte-
nance work. There was not even money to fix 
the roof, where the rain had entered. This is 
why I organized a Gala at the Bolshoi and invit-
ed artists who, like myself, had started in Kiev 
and are stars today. Everyone who could partic-
ipated, and for the most part forfeited their ca-
chet. We raised funds to fix the building. Some 
things have been done, although the building 
still needs more work.”

SwanLake
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Among the dance legends particularly admired by Ms. Zakharova 
is Mikhail Baryshnikov. “I was still a student the first time I saw a 
recording of a ballet with him as the protagonist. Those images 
have remained fixed in my memory. That ballet will remain in my 
head forever, for my whole life. He had such charisma. When I met 
him years later, at first I could not even speak to him. It was impos-
sible for me to open my mouth.” Svetlana Zakharova
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