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INTERVIEW

Natalia Gal‘Cl,a Timofeeva FORMER RHYTHMIC GYMNAST

"l wanted to help more people when | retirea
and | discovered a new way to do it in stretching”

CATARINA KOHLER
ESCALDES - ENGORDANY

With a career of more than 20 ye-
ars dedicated to rhythmic gym-
nastics, Natalia Garcia Timofee-
va has been one of the most pro-
minent figures in national sports.
She has participated in multiple
European and world champions-
hips and was a reserve at the Lon-
don 2012 and Rio 2016 Olympic
Games. Trained at the Sant Cugat
High Performance Center, she be-
came captainofthe Spanishnatio-
nal team and has established her-
self as a reference on and off the
mat. Now, retired from competi-
tion, she is promoting a wellness
project through stretching, with
which she seeks to make the be-
nefits of stretching and flexibility
accessible to everyone. We talk to
heraboutthe memoriesshehasof
her sporting career, her new path
and the masterclass she will give
at Caldea.

—How did you get started in the
world of rhythmic gymnastics? Do
you remember your first contact
with this sport?

—Istarted because both my grand-
motherand mymotherdid rhyth-
mic gymnastics in Russia. My
grandmother was a champion
of the Soviet Union, and my mot-
her could not reach the elite due
to an illness, but she also practi-
ced rhythmic gymnastics from a
veryyoungage.Thesummers that
my grandmother came from Mos-
cow, herein Barcelona she always

taughtme thingsrelated torhyth-
mic gymnastics and [ always wan-
ted to learn more, I spent hours
playing with the apparatus that
they gave me as a gift from child-
hood: hoop, weights, ball, ribbon
and rope.

—What have been the most speci-
al orunforgettable moments of yo-
ur career?

—The truth is that the most speci-
aland unforgettablemoments ha-
ve been the World Cups that we-
re held in Guadalajara, in Spain,
because the home fans were in-
credible. As well as, the interna-
tionals in Barcelona, which were
where all my people could come
to support me, and where my fri-
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ends and family were in the audi-
ence... At international competi-
tions, my parents and very close
people always came, but in these
competitions close to home, peo-
ple who normally couldn’t afford
to travel during the week or ma-
ke long journeys could also come.
The affection of the home fans, in
theend,Ithinkare the mostbeau-
tiful memories I have.

—You have participated in several
European and international cham-
pionships and even in the London
2012 and Rio 2016 Olympic Ga-
mes. How do you experience the
Games from inside?

—I have participated in internati-
onal Europeans and [ have been

areserve at the London and Rio
Olympic Games. These are mo-
ments of great tension, when you
are playing for the classification,
going to the final and leaving yo-
ur team and your country in a go-
od place. At first, when you are yo-
unger, you are not very aware of
this pressure, but over time you
have to learn to manage it with
the help of psychologists and co-
aches. And when things go well,
you realize that all the effort and
suffering have been worth it, and
you feel very happy and satisfied.

—Do you have any sports role mo-
dels?

—Since [ was little [ have trained
with gymnasts from the national
team who have inspired me, but
my great role model has always
been Evgenia Kanayeva, the only
gymnast with two Olympic gold
medals in the individual event, li-
ke mine. She has always been very
humble despite being at the hig-
hest level, she would come close
to me, give me advice, and we still
have a very good relationship to-
day.Lastyearshe even came tomy
campus to do a ‘masterclass’. For
me, her way of doing gymnastics
was a dream, and [ wanted to be
like her. She has been the figure
who hasinspired me the most.

—What values has rhythmic gym-
nastics left you with in your perso-
nal and professional life?

—Rhythmic gymnastics has taug-
ht me values such as effort, per-
severance, discipline, resilien-
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ce and the importance of figh-
ting for what you want, because
no one will do it for you. Nothing
is given: you have to earn it. I ap-
ply these values every day in my
projects and hopes. I have also le-
arned that with empathy and te-
amwork it is easier to go far, you
have to fight and surround your-
selfwith good people.

—How did you experience the
transition from elite athlete to for-
mer gymnast? Was it easy to find
new paths and projects?
—Iwanted toretire in 2020, at the
Tokyo Games, butwith the pande-
mic [ had more than a year to thi-
nk about what I wanted to do af-
ter rhythmic gymnastics. During
that time, my grandmother suffe-
red a stroke, and I started helping
her with stretching. It was then
that I discovered that, thanks to
the values and skills that gymnas-
tics had given me, I could help ot-
her people feel better, both phy-
sically and mentally. I decided to
create a stretching project, which
combines coordination, strength
and stretching to improve well-
being. I also really wanted to ma-
ke myown choreographiesand gi-
ve masterclasses, and although I
didn’tknow exactlywhatawaited
me, [ knew that I wanted to conti-
nuetobelinked tomovementand
share iteverywhere.

—To what extent is flexibility im-
portant in everyday life, beyond

the sporting field? Itis true that fle-
xibility can only be worked on if do
you start when you're young? Or is
it never too late to start?
—Flexibility is very important for
a better quality of life and to pre-
ventinjuries, notonly in the spor-
ting field.Itmakes everyday move-
ments easier for us, such assitting
down, getting up, taking clothes
from a closet or tying our shoes. It
also protects us from muscle rup-
tures and tendon or ligament pro-
blems, and improves the general
functioning of the body. And all
this is not exclusive to those who
have worked on it since childho-
od:itisnevertoolatetostart. Even
if it is something that is hard to
gain, with perseverance you can
always progress, regardless ofage.
Each body is different, but everyo-
ne canimprove.

—For someone who has never do-
ne stretching or who is not particu-
larly flexible, what would you say
to encourage them to try it?

—Iwould say that you don’t need
to have any level or any specific
physical condition. My sessions
are designed to adapt to anyone,
and I always offer options to make
each exercise easier. The feeling
after a class is very good: you no-
tice a tension-free state, both phy-
sically and mentally, as if you we-
re floating. This helps a lot to face
the day better and also to relieve
stress. Stretching helps to prevent
muscle, joint and tendon injuri-
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es, and I have seen it myselfat the
CAR in Sant Cugat. In addition, it
is a time to dedicate to yourself,
and with just 10 minutes a day
you will notice results very quic-
Kkly.

—When is the best time to do
stretching? Do you need to warm
up first? And can it be combined
with yoga or Pilates?

—Theideal timeisin themorning,
becauseyoustart the daywith less
tension and more mobility, butif
thatisnot possible, doingitin the
evening is also very good for bet-
ter rest. In fact, some people do it
twice a day. Before starting, [ re-
commend doing somejointmobi-
lity to prepare the body and avoid
injuries. And yes, stretching can
be perfectlyintegrated with other
practices such as yoga or Pilates,
as they have many points in com-
mon: isometric work, stretching
to take care of the body in a glo-
balway.

—How did the proposal to do this
master class in stretching come
about? Is this your first time par-
ticipating? Do you often do sessi-
ons open to the public?

—I have been coming to Andor-
ra for several years to spend wee-
kends, ski and enjoy everything
the country has to offer. On a few
occasions, Caldea has invited me
to live the spa experience. Once |
retired from elite sport, knowing
that I was doing a ‘stretching
masterclass’, they suggested I do
one.Thisis the first time I have of-
ficially collaborated with them. I
have been giving this type of ses-
sion open to the public for three
years, in different places throug-
hout Catalonia, Spain, Europe
and beyond.

—What can people who attend
expect? Is it a session suitable for
everyone?

—Yes, it is a session that is com-
pletely suitable for everyone. We
start with very basic exercises
that everyone can do, and then I
add elements that are a little mo-
re demanding, but always adap-
ted. I have different options for
each exercise so that everyone
can practice it according to the-
ir level. People who participate
will notice that the whole body
is also worked and that, despite
not being a high-impact activity,
it has important benefits for he-
alth and well-being on a daily ba-
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