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Yuri Nikitenko stood in one corner of the Manassas Dance Company studio watching, lighting 
practicing. The other dancers watched from their own corners – the curious corners of their eyes.

Shortly before the rehearsal break, Nikitenko, a recently arrived Russian dancer who  joined the 
company, broke free of his corner. Out of a hushed blue, with undeterred grace, Nikitenko defied 
gravity with a skyscraping jump and centered the room. He then easily executed an entrechat and 
completed the enchanement with a flawless pirouette, never having broken a sweat.

The class erupted with applause. If there was any prior question about his ability, the question was 
answered. This guy was good.

Jasmine Leigh, who will play one of Dracula's wives in the Manassas Dance Company's production of 
Dracula, was impressed. Nikitenko's experience with the nuances of strict Russian ballet would make 
Leigh, a 21-year-old second-year dancer, strive and push herself. “The Russian technique is what we've
been trained in,” she said. “He adds a cultural flavor that we need.”

Leigh, in addition to the entire Manassas Dance Company, has been waiting for Nikitenko's arrival 
since September.

Nikitenko, 33, finally joined the company on Oct. 13 after he stepped off a plane from Moscow and 
first visited the Manassas dance studio. The talented Russian ballet dancer's practice steps on the 
rehearsal floor meant the realization of its goal to be a fully professional company – one that includes 
paid professional dancers from around the world. 

Amy Wolfe, founder and director of the company, said Nikitenko fleshes out the seasoned side of the 
troupe, which already includes six full-time pro dancers.

Nikitenko brought with him an immense talent, Manassas Dance Company officials said, but left 
behind a wife and homeland. He also left behind his mother tongue.

Igor Sapotko serves as Nikitenko's right-hand man and translator. Through Sapotko, asking Nikitenko 
if he misses Russia yielded the response that he “hasn't had time to miss it yet.” Asked what he did miss
and he quickly responded, “I'm missing my wife.”

He appears pleasantly embarrassed by the reams of attention he's received so far and painfully, sweetly 
shy. Every time a compliment is bestowed his way, he blushes.

But the dancer's primary reactions to his first rehearsal betray a combination of skill and talent honed 
during years of training. Nikitenko began dancing at age 10 and the regiment entailed eight years of 
training and 25 years performing. That's a lot of dancing in his 33 years.

He spend his formative training years at the Bolshoi Ballet, a company born in 1773 and known for 
maintaining 19th-century technique and tradition. In his Russian hometown of Kasahsthn, Nikitenko 
met Dimitry Tuboltsev who also danced with the Bolshoi Ballet, but now dances with the Manassas 
Dance Company. It was on Tuboltsev's recommendation that Wolfe first considered and decided to 



bring Nikitenko to Manassas.

“Dima approached me last winter when I considered bringing Yuri over and having Yuri be one of my 
first malle full-time dancers,” Wolfe said. Tuboltsev suggested Nikitenko, knowing that he was a solid 
dancer. Tuboltsev had another reason: He'd not seen his childhood friend in 11 years. And he knew that 
Nikitenko fantasized about dancing in America. 

“It has been his dream for a long time,” Tuboltsev said, glancing toward Nikitenko, “to come here to 
America.”

Spotko's role in helping Nikitenko assimilate is equally important. Sapotko is not only the main 
translator, but also a teacher and principal dancer. “We're very fortunate to have Igor here,” Wolfe said. 
“Yuri has someone from his homeland. He has someone who can help to teach him English. He also 
has another male dancer to dance with every day. So, he's not going to be all alone.”

After being asked what he thinks about America, Nikitenko commented on its grandeur. After spending
the earlier part of his day running errands with Wolfe, he was overwhelmed by the “bigness” of 
everything.

“There are so many cars and buildings, different types of people...everything,” Nikitenko said.

In his opinion, America is a place of gorgeous abundance. And he has seen other places, too. Nikitenko 
left Russia a few years ago to dance in France and Spain. But America is a country unlike any he's 
encountered.

Wolfe is certain that Nikitenko's integration into American culture will be smooth. “I think he will fit in
perfectly,” she said.

Even though the Dracula production is only three weeks from his arrival date, Nikitenko will perform a
minor role. 

“Oh yeah, he's performing. We're going to put him in somewhere,” Sapotko said.

As other dancers practiced for the forthcoming production, familiarizing themselves with their routines,
Sapotko, 35, led the class with a hawk's eye. There was not much rehearsal time left. But that didn't 
bother Regina Smith, who in her first year with the company, is comforted by Nikitenko's presence.

“I get to learn a new technique,” she said. “It's really inspiring to watch him dance. His technique is 
really clean.”


