
This paper contends that Soviet ballets in the 1930s through 1950s demonstrated that ballet could embody sophisticated people and situations—that ballet was a serious art form participating in the political education and enlightenment of Soviet mass audiences and a genre that mass audiences could understand.  Later historians have applied the term "drambalet" (dramaticheskii balet, or dramatic ballet) to ballets of this period, especially those with libretti based on works of classic Russian or Western European literature.  Christina Ezrahi describes this era as "static" (2012, 51) and "a blind alley" (2012, 65).  This paper argues that even if few drambalety are still performed today, the marriage of dramatically coherent plots and complex characters with ballet's corporeal communication was important at the time and fostered innovations that made possible later Soviet ballets which probed human psychological experiences.

In the nineteenth century, ballets featured loose narratives.  The stories were conveyed through sequences of standard mime gestures; these plot-driving mime scenes alternated with dance scenes that did little to further the plot.  Replacing loose narratives with more serious stories, drambalety also deemphasized mime in favor of telling stories with dance itself.  Post-drambalet choreographers later expanded the trope of danced soliloquies to explore the psychology of characters, including characters from non-literary sources.  

Using examples from Leonid Lavrovskii's ballet Romeo and Juliet (1954) and evidence from archival records from the Bolshoi Theater, this paper emphasizes that the decades of drambalety encompassed vital experimentation in the field of embodied storytelling that changed the structure of ballets.  Soviet ballet learned to tell new stories and for this purpose developed new through-danced forms.
Ezrahi, Christina. 2012. Swans of the Kremlin: Ballet and power in Soviet Russia. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press.

Lavrovskii, Leonid. Romeo i Dzhul'etta. 1954. Mosfil'm online archive. YouTube video. http://cinema.mosfilm.ru/films/film/1950-1959/romeo-i-djuletta/ (accessed April 6, 2019).

