
	
	

Review:	In	‘Onegin,’	Two	Star	Ballerinas	on	Contrasting	Arcs	
	

By	Alastair	MacAlay	
	
June	25,	2017	
	 	

	
	

Diana	Vishneva	in	the	role	of	Tatiana	in	“Onegin,”	
her	farewell	performance	for	American	Ballet	Theater.	
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One	 definition	 of	 a	 balletomane	 is	 someone	 who	 cares	 more	 about	 dancers	 than	 about	
choreography,	to	or	beyond	the	point	of	madness.	John	Cranko’s	“Onegin”	(1965)	—	something	of	
a	 nightmare	 for	 connoisseurs	 of	 choreography	—	 is	 balletomane	heaven.	 Last	week,	American	
Ballet	 Theater	 played	 it	 with	 four	 casts	 at	 the	 Metropolitan	 Opera	 House.	 New	 York’s	
balletomanes	were	duly	clamorous.	
The	 story	 of	 “Onegin”	would	 suit	 a	 romantic	 film	 tear-jerker.	 The	 heroine,	 Tatiana,	 starts	 as	 a	
bookish	teenager	in	the	Russian	provinces	but	ends	up	a	great	society	lady	in	St.	Petersburg.	In	
Act	I,	teenage	Tatiana	pours	out	her	romantic	heart	in	love	for	the	Byronic	title	character.	In	Act	
II,	he	rudely	rebuffs	her	advances;	unfeelingly	starts	a	flirtation	with	her	sister,	who	is	fiancée	to	
Lensky,	his	best	friend;	then,	when	Lensky,	affronted,	challenges	him	to	a	duel,	Onegin	shoots	him	
dead.	Remorseful	and	alienated	in	Act	III,	Onegin,	when	he	returns	to	society	after	several	years,	
is	overwhelmed	by	the	mature	beauty	of	the	now	married	Tatiana.	After	admitting	she	still	loves	
him,	she	nonetheless	sends	him	packing	forever.	
Among	 last	 week’s	 casts,	 two	 of	 the	 world’s	 most	 remarkable	 ballerinas	 were	 playing	
Tatiana	 at	 contrasting	 points	 in	 their	 careers.	 For	Diana	 Vishneva	 on	 Friday,	 it	was	 the	
occasion	for	her	farewell	to	the	company	with	which	she	has	danced	many	lead	roles	since	
2003.	For	Alessandra	Ferri,	who	made	her	farewell	to	the	company	after	20	years	in	2007,	
her	 performances	 (I	 caught	 Thursday’s)	were	 part	 of	 the	 dance	 comeback	 she	 began	 in	
2013.	 Both	 had	 prestigious	Onegins:	Marcelo	 Gomes	 (who	 celebrated	 20	 years	with	 the	
company	 in	 late	 May)	 for	 Ms.	 Vishneva,	 and	 Roberto	 Bolle,	 a	 principal	 in	 the	 company	
since	2007,	for	Ms.	Ferri.	



Since	2003,	Ms.	Vishneva	has	commuted	between	St.	Petersburg	and	New	York,	a	prima	ballerina	
to	both	the	Mariinsky	Ballet	and	Ballet	Theater.	Strikingly	beautiful	 in	face	and	form,	with	dark	
hair	and	large,	dark	eyes	and	ideal	physical	proportions,	she	rose	to	the	occasion	of	her	farewell	
performance	on	Friday	with	a	lustrous	account	of	Tatiana.	Naïve	but	ardent	in	Act	I,	vulnerable	
and	anguished	in	Act	II,	she	became	glamorous,	heroic	and,	again,	anguished	in	Act	III.	
In	turn,	Ballet	Theater	rose	to	the	occasion,	not	least	after	the	performance.	Confetti	fell;	flowers	
were	thrown.	Ms.	Vishneva	and	Mr.	Gomes,	whose	Onegin	was	the	most	subtle	and	multifaceted	
I’ve	 seen	 in	 39	 years,	 carried	 on	 their	 performance	 seamlessly	 into	what	 followed.	 Before	 the	
company,	she	reiterated	the	ballet’s	gesture	of	amorous	veneration,	making	her	arms	a	halo	that	
she	drew	over	his	head,	 shoulders,	 torso,	 and	 legs,	 abasing	herself	 at	his	 feet.	Before	 the	great	
gold	 curtain,	 he	 knelt	 humbly	 at	 her	 feet	 as	 he	 covered	 her	 extended	 hand	 with	 kisses	 and	
pressed	it	to	his	face.	She	bent	low	over	him	with	quasi-maternal	devotion.	
One	after	another,	 individual	 stars	of	past	and	present	gave	her	bouquets	and	embraces.	Amid	
these,	Mr.	Gomes	picked	up	Ms.	Vishneva	and	 turned	rapidly	on	 the	spot	so	 that	her	arms	and	
legs	flew	out	ecstatically	into	the	air,	while	all	the	company	applauded.	
In	one	important	respect,	Ms.	Vishneva’s	career	has	been	strange.	Although	she	has	the	technique	
for	most	of	the	roles	in	the	repertory,	she	has	often	(like	Maria	Callas,	like	Mikhail	Baryshnikov)	
played	certain	roles	exquisitely	but	only	for	a	season	or	two	—	sometimes	for	only	a	single	show.	
It’s	hard	 to	 think	of	any	other	ballerina	who	has	excelled	both	 in	George	Balanchine’s	 “Rubies”	
(jazzy	 Stravinsky	New	York	wit)	 and	 in	 the	 role	 of	 “Giselle”	 (the	 rural	 heroine	 for	whom	 love,	
dance	and	death	are	inextricably	linked)	—	but	by	the	time	she	established	herself	as	one	of	the	
world’s	great	Giselles,	she	had	stepped	out	of	“Rubies.”	Yes,	Ms.	Vishneva	danced	admirably	in	the	
title	role	of	Frederick	Ashton’s	three-act	“Sylvia”	and	the	lead	in	Balanchine’s	“Ballet	Imperial”	—	
two	of	the	most	taxing	roles	ever	made	—	but	she	did	not	revisit	them.	Titania	in	Ashton’s	“The	
Dream”	was	another	role	that	suited	her	to	a	T,	as	did	the	senior	ballerina	in	Alexei	Ratmansky’s	
“Piano	Concerto	#1,”	but	her	performances	of	both	quickly	became	memories.	
But	certain	roles	—	notably	Giselle	and	Juliet	—	she	played	year	after	year	with	Ballet	Theater.	In	
42	years	of	my	own	watching	 “Giselle,”	 the	New	York	seasons	 in	which	Alina	Cojocaru,	Natalia	
Osipova,	and	she	played	the	title	role	in	quick	succession	remain	luxurious	high-water	marks,	all	
three	taking	the	role	to	different	peaks.	
Now	 all	 of	Ms.	 Vishneva’s	 Ballet	 Theater	 performances	will	 be	memories.	 She	will	 continue	 to	
dance	elsewhere;	it	cannot	be	predicted	when	or	whether	New	York	will	see	her	again.	
But	who	can	predict	anything	in	ballet?	Ms.	Ferri,	always	a	vivid	dance	actor,	made	her	farewell	
to	Ballet	Theater	and	to	ballet	in	2007;	last	year,	she	again	danced	Juliet,	the	role	of	her	farewell.	
Everything	about	her	remains	individual,	from	the	tapering	arch	of	her	feet	to	the	keenly	pointed	
line	of	her	nose.	She	plays	Tatiana	with	less	sophistication	and	more	rawness	than	Ms.	Vishneva;	
her	 interpretation	 as	 yet	 is	 less	 resolved,	 but	more	 unusual,	 with	 touches	 of	 painful	 intensity	
worthy	of	the	Italian	actress	Anna	Magnani.	
Still,	this	was	merely	“Onegin,”	a	ballet	that	debases	the	powerful	subtleties	of	its	Pushkin	story	
(“Eugene	Onegin”)	to	the	level	of	cheap	romance	and	bashes	at	its	collage	of	Tchaikovsky	music	
with	sensationalist	dance	effects	and	coarse	rhythms.	The	tawdry	dance	theatrics	with	which,	in	
the	 final	scene,	Mr.	Cranko	accompanies	Tchaikovsky’s	sublime	“Francesca	da	Rimini”	overture	
are	especially	wretched;	at	one	point	Tatiana	lies	flat	on	the	floor	so	that	(wow!)	Onegin	can	tug	
her	 up	 into	 the	 air,	with	 one	 of	 her	 feet	 coming	 near	 to	 kicking	 her	 head.	 To	 compare	 this	 to	
Tchaikovsky’s	 opera	 of	 “Eugene	Onegin”	 is	 to	 see	how	 silly	 ballet	 can	be	 at	 its	 crowd-pleasing	
worst.	
	
Performed	June	22	and	23	at	Metropolitan	Opera	House.	In	American	Ballet	Theater	repertory	June	19-24.	


