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On 22July 1910, at the end of Diaghilev’s second Paris ballet
Season, Lydia Lopokova, his first ‘baby ballerina’, wrote to Alexander
Krupensky, the head ofthe St Petersburg office ofthe Imperial
Theatres;

Much respected Alexander Dmitrievich!

Your benevolence towards me provides the reason to narrate

what has happened to me: thanks to my success in Berlin and

Paris, different agents began to approach me, inviting me to

various cities and various countries; the propositions were very

tempting, but I refused them all, remembering that, afterall

| have attained, | should be grateful to the School and to you___

And now, imagine what has been done to me. Surrounded and

prevailed upon on all sides, | signed acontract for New York.

The next day | changed my mind; I cried; God knows what

I would give for this not to have happened ... but the agents

are like Cerberuses to my soul, and the consequences ofnot

fulfilling the contract would be horrible to me ... 1 beg ofyou

to give me a leave ofabsence. *

Although Lopokova got her leave, she never returned to the Mary-
insky. Nor did she return to the Ballets Russes, except when the
Company followed her to America more than five years later.

Lopokova was not the first dancer to break away from the
Diaghilev family, nor was she unique in striking out on her own.
From the end ofits very first Season, the Company witnessed a long
line o f‘defections’and dismissals that over the years included
practically all its stellar figures as well as numerous lesser lights.
Although some returned to Russia, many more chose to remain in
the West, even in the years before 1917. For this second group, which
included not only Lopokova, but also Anna Pavlova, Ida Rubinstein
and the Kosloff brothers, the West was the fabled land of opportunity.
Gold and international stardom were there for the taking, and the
chance to remake oneselfas an artist. For the ambitious, the pastures
ofthe West were not only greener than those at home; they were also
greener than those offered by the Ballets Russes.

For Ida Rubinstein, who abandoned the Ballets Russes at the
same time as Lopokova, the lure was neither money nor stardom.
Independently wealthy and already a celebrity, she left the Company
because ofwhat she perceived as Diaghilev’s refusal to acknowledge
her ambitions as an artist. Unlike the vast majority of his dancers,
Rubinstein lacked professional ballet training. She had studied at the
Imperial Theatre Schools of Moscow and St Petersburg, but in their
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drama rather than dance departments: her professional training was
that ofan actress enriched, beginning in 1907, by private tuition with
choreographer Michel Fokine. As astudent, she had appeared in
anumber ofplays, including yd Winter’s Tale,Macbeth,Mary Stuart
and Richard 111, all presented that year as examination performances.®
Her ambitions, however, extended far beyond those ofa
conventional actress. Already, in 1904, she had persuaded Georgii
Ozarovsky, a director ofthe Alexandrinsky Theatre with whom she
was studying privately, to stage Sophocles’Antigone for her. For this
production, aforerunner ofthe more than thirty ballets, plays and
mime-dramas that she would bring to the stage by 1939, she not only
played the title role but also enlisted the collaboration of Leon Bakst
and choreography from Fokine in apartnership that anticipated
Diaghilev’s ‘method’and called on two of his most celebrated artists.
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Valentin Serov:
Sketch of Ida Rubinstein as Cleopatra r.1910

Although the play was banned by the Imperial censor shortly before its
premiere, the Dance ofthe Seven Veils became the vehicle for Rubin-
stein’sdebut as an art dancer on both the concert and music-hall stage.

As the list of Rubinstein’s own projects makes clear, antiquity
interested her as much as orientalist subject matter. Her usefulness to
Diaghilev, however, lay exclusively in her identity as an exotic. In the
title role of Cleopatre and as Zobeide in Scheherazade, the only parts
he allowed her to play, she was an idol of perverse and deadly sexuality,
avoluptuous dominatrix in the veils and semi-undress oforientalist
fantasy. Her foil was Vaslav Nijinsky, transformed from adanseur of
conventional masculinity into a pantherine creature destroyed by
the thrilling - and misogynist- combination of female power and
sexuality.

Rubinstein left the Company because, as Prince Peter Lieven
claims she told Diaghilev, she was ‘bored by ... caresses, embraces,
and stabbing herself  Well aware (at this time, at least) of her limi-
tations as adancer, she knew' equally well that Diaghilev’s interest
in unconventional roles embraced neither female heroes (many of
whom she would impersonate in the years to come) nor male heroes
en travestie (several ofwhom she would also impersonate). The chance
to play one such male role in Le Martyrede Saint Sebastien, amime-
drama in verse written for her by Gabriele d’Annunzio and the first
ofahalf-dozen collaborations with the Italian poet, prompted her to
leave the Ballets Russes (although she subsequently appeared with the
Company in Monte Carlo and at apost-war Paris gala). Her departure
marked the beginning ofalong career in France as an actress and a
dancer, chiefly in works that she also commissioned and produced.

In 1928, moreover, she launched her own ballet company, Les Ballets
de Madame Ida Rubinstein, which drew on many Diaghilev veterans.

while introducing dancers and choreographers who would come to the
fore in the 1930s.

Although it is easy to ascribe Rubinstein’s difficulties with
Diaghilev to her limitations as aclassical dancer, Anna Pavlova’s
abandonment ofthe Ballets Russes suggests that those difficulties at
least partly arose from an unwillingness on his part to accommodate
the needs ofany of his female dancers, regardless oftechnical
accomplishment. The flower of her generation at the Maryinsky,
alegendary Giselle, and Fokine’s earliest muse, Pavlova was
theoretically the star of Diaghilev’s first ballet season. At the
Maryinsky she had already figured in most of the choreographer’s
offerings: Les Sylphides (or Chnpiniana, as it was called in Russia),

Le Pavilion d'Armide and Cleopatre (or Egyptian Nights, as it was
initially called). And she came to Paris, unlike the vast majority of
Diaghilev’s dancers, with touring experience and the beginnings of
an international reputation.

Arriving in Paris after the Season was well under way, she dis-
covered to her chagrin that her absence was hardly missed. Others had
eclipsed her - Tamara Karsavina, who had danced most of her roles,
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and Nijinsky, the Wumterkind ofthe season, who had dazzled the public
and walked away with most ofthe publicity. As it happened, Diaghilev
had fallen in love with Nijinsky, and with characteristic energy, set
about remaking the Company in his image. At aParis Opera gala in
June 1909, the last-minute replacement of Pavlova dancing the title
role in Giselle with Nijinsky dancing aprominent part in Les Sylphides
and Le Festin, asuite ofdivertissements, served as notice ofthe sub-
ordinate”position that Diaghilev intended her to occupy in his future
enterprise. Not even the promise of The Firebirdand Giselle, both
ofwhich Diaghilev produced the following year, could induce her

to return to the fold.

Pavlova had no intention of playing second fiddle to Nijinsky
(or any male dancer, for that matter), and she certainly did not see
herselfas the dominatrix that numerous Diaghilev scenarios called for.
Moreover, she had parleyed her success in Paris into lucrative and
prestigious engagements at New York’s Metropolitan Opera House
and London’s Palace Theatre. In London, especially, she was atri-
umph. Her seasons lengthened from weeks to months, the beginning
ofatwenty-year love affair with the British public. It was in London,
in the autumn of 1911, that she briefly rejoined the Ballets Russes.
This time she had the upper hand: Diaghilev needed ballerinas for his
productions of Giselle and Swan Lake. Pavlova made several appear-
ances that Season, dancing not only Giselle (although the first-night
performances went to the loyal Karsavina) but also Les Sylphides,
Cleopditre, Le Pavilion d Armide and Fokine’s Carnaval-all to acclaim,
although critics liked neither the music nor the old-fashioned chor-
eography of Giselle. After this Season, she took leave of Diaghilev for
good.

The Company that Pavlova now launched was in many ways
the antithesis ofthe Ballets Russes, even ifit ended, like the Diaghilev
enterprise, with its founder’s death. Female- rather than male-centred,
serving the needs ofits star rather than embodying the visions of
its director, the Pavlova Ballet Russe remained faithful to Fokine’s
earliest principles and to selected aspects of Maryinsky tradition and
repertoire. Like Diaghilev, she favoured one-act ballets, although in
her case the category embraced old as well as new works —Petipa’s
Flalt ofthe Cavalry, The Awakening ofFlora, the ‘Grand Pas Hongrois’
from Raymonda, Lev Ivanov’sMagic Flute, the Legat brothers’ Fairy
Doll. She offered versions of Coppelia, Don Qiiixote, La FilleMal
Gardee and numerous revivals of Giselle, the last in 1930, the year
before she died. .Apart from Diaghilev’s production of The Sleeping
Beauty in 1921, which made a lasting impression on British audiences,
it was Pavlova’s offerings from the Maryinsky repertoire that revealed
the treasures of Russian classicism to the West.

.Although the Pavlova Company largely eschew ed the modern-
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ism of its Diaghilev counterpart, Pavlova herselfwas a new kind of
ballerina. Even apart from the expressiveness that differentiated her
stylistically from the period’sold-school ballerinas, she was unique

in choosing to remain independent of established organisations. After
1910, she retained only the most tenuous links with the institution
that had formed her. As one ofthe privileged few to enjoy the rank and
prestige ofa.Maryinsky ballerina, she had much to lose by going her
own way. She also had much to gain: money, international fame, the
opportunity to dance as often as she liked and in an environment free
ofbureaucratic routine and intrigue.

Asthe Maryinsky’s/jr/wa ballerina assoluta, xMathilde
Kshessinska had even less to gain than Pavlova from throw ing in her
lot with Diaghilev. A dazzling technician, superb mime and compelling
onstage personality, Kshessinska danced most ofthe Maryinsky’s
greatest classical roles—Aspicia in The Daughter ofPharaoh, Aurorain
The Sleeping Beauty, Odette/Odile in Swan Lake, Lise in La Fille mal
gardee, Nikiya in La Bayadere, the title role in Esmeralda. Her talents



Mathilde Kshessinska at home <r.i9ii
Central State Archive of Cinema and Photo Documents, St Petersburg

extended beyond the stage. She had a choice collection oflovers that
included Tsar Nicholas Il (before he ascended the throne), his cousin,
Grand Duke Sergei, and another cousin. Grand Duke Andre (by
whom she had ason), liaisons that made her rich and a power behind
the scenes. Crossing her could be dangerous. When Prince Sergei
Volkonsky dared to fine her for refusing to wear the costume assigned
for her role in Camargo, Nicholas himselfordered the fine rescinded,
an act that prompted Volkonsky to resign as director ofthe Imperial
Theatres.”™ No wonder Diaghilev, taken on by VVolkonsky as a special
assistant, treated her warily.

Although astar at home, Kshessinska was unknown abroad, as
the Imperial Ballet never toured. However, in 1908, with Diaghilev’s
production of Boris Godunov in the offing at the Paris Opera, she
decided to add some guest performances there to her laurels. Her
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appearances in Coppelia and La Korrigane did not go unnoticed, nor
the Coppdia she danced at the Opera the following year; but compared
to the publicity that attended Boris Godunov and the extraordinary
interest aroused by Diaghilev’s first ballet Season, they were events of
distinctly minor importance.’ Clearly, his stock had risen since being
fired from the Maryinsky eight years before. If Kshessinska could not
upstage or rival him at his own game, she had better join him.

Thus, in 1911, she accepted with alacrity his invitation to
dance Swan Lake in London, even if she had to share the ballet with
Karsavina, already a favourite with British audiences. In London,
Kshessinska was as unknown as she had been in Paris. But with the
single-minded ambition that kept her enthroned at the top ofthe
Maryinsky hierarchy, she set out to dazzle the British capital with
furs, diamonds, parties and an entourage at the Savoy. In Le Pavilion
d Arntide she wore her famous sapphires, while in Swan Lake she had
the Russian violinist Mischa Elman play the adagio solo in the lakeside
scene, as well as the Kadletz music for the variation she had insisted on
interpolating. She also danced in Carnaval, where her success was
considerably greater than in Swan Lake or the Third-Act/)«i de deux
from The Sleeping Beauty that she chose for her debut. For critics
enamoured ofthe fluidity and expressiveness of Fokine’s ‘new ballet’,
the virtuosity of Petipa’s ‘old ballet” and the academic style of its most
brilliant exponent seemed cold and wanting in beauty.” Diaghilev
himselfwas sufficiently impressed with Kshessinska’s performance in
Swan Lake that he invited her to repeat it in Monte Carlo the following
spring, again with Nijinsky as her partner." And when he revived the
ballet in the 19305, he had her coach some of the Company’s younger
dancers.

Diaghilev never ‘broke’with Kshessinska, as he did with so
many of his artistic colleagues, because she was never central to his
vision ofthe Company: he used her for what she was when it suited his
purpose - exactly as she used him. By contrast, his relationship with
Fokine, who supplied the vast majority ofthe Company’s new works
up to 1914, ended in abitterness that neither ofthe parties ever forgave
or forgot. After the First World War, the two never spoke, never wrote,
or otherwise communicated, despite revivals ofthe choreographer’s
works and their presence on the Ballets Russes programmes until the
Company’s demise. Probably no episode in Diaghilev’s career shows
his ruthlessness as an artistic director in so naked a light as his relation-
ship with Fokine.

Unlike Alexandre Benois and Leon Bakst, whose friendship
with Diaghilev dated from the 1890s, Fokine was a latecomer to
Diaghilev’scircle. Indeed, it was Benois, the librettist of Le Pavilion
d Armide, rather than ‘Sergei Pavlovich’, as Fokine still called



Carnaval: Michel Fokine as the Harlequin 1910
Bibliothcquc Nationalc, Paris

Diaghilev in 1908, who first informed the choreographer ofpplans for
aballet Season in Paris the following year.* At this point, Diaghilev
obviously needed Fokine; his work was not only familiar but, in its
innovative approach to ballet dramaturgy and form, also attuned to
the artistic ideas ofthe Diaghilev circle. Moreover, his ballets were
extraordinarily successful. Critics raved about them, and impresarios
vied to engage both the stars who danced them and the celebrity
choreographer who made them. Vast sums were offered and, in many
cases accepted, although Fokine himselfremained loyal to Diaghilev.
Every Season now brought at least three new commissions, in addition
to assignments at the Maryinsky, where Fokine’s choreographic worth
was enhanced by his success abroad.

In 1911, with the formation of his own Company, Diaghilev
(as his regisseur, Sergei Grigoriev, later wrote) ‘shelved’ Fokine as
adancer, so as to ‘obviate any rivalry between him and Nijinsky’.

To sweeten the pill, Diaghilev offered the choreographer atwo-year
contract at a ‘very high salary’and agreed to Fokine’sdemand for
the title of ‘Choreographic Director’ Within months, this position
would also be in jeopardy and again because of Nijinsky, the first of
the choreographers groomed by Diaghilev to give form to his ideas
atacritical moment ofartistic change. In 1912, when Diaghilev first
opened the door to Modernism, the price of such change was Fokine.

Diaghilev did not actually dismiss Fokine, but in lavishing most
of his attention on aL Apres-midi d unfaune to the detriment
of Fokine’sworks, tth'ptcvAXy Daphnis and (which, like Faune, had
adistinguished score and a Grecian setting and was thus a potential
rival to Nijinsky’sballet), he virtually forced him to resign. In doing so,
Diaghilev made it clear to Fokine that he considered his choreography
uninteresting and passe. He also made it clear, by deed if not by word,
that he brooked no criticism of his sexual politics, even when these
threw' the Company into havoc and undermined the w'ell-being ofthe
vast majority ofits dancers.

Nijinsky’stenure as choreographer was brief In the autumn of
1913, while touring with the Company in South America, he married
Romola de Pulzsky. Diaghilev, who had remained in Europe, dismissed
him: his rage was fully the equal of his former love. Then, with an
effrontery that virtually defies belief, he telephoned Fokine, and after
aconversation that went on for five hours (!), persuaded the chor-
eographer to return to the Company. By all accounts, the 1914 Season
was peaceful behind the scenes, evenifonly Le Cogqd *Or was an un-
qualified success. Nijinsky’s ballets were dropped, and Fokine stepped
into most ofthe dancer’sroles. For La Legende deJoseph, however,
Diaghilev engaged a handsome young dancer from the Bolshoi
Theatre. His name, suitably gallicised, was Leonide Massine.
Diaghilev was much taken with him; Massine, for his part, was talented
and intellectually curious, attributes that appealed to Diaghilev’s
passion for mentorship. He took the youngster’s education in hand
and promoted him to his inner circle. Within little more than ayear
Massine had created his first ballet.

There isno record of Diaghilev formally ‘breaking” with Fokine
in 1914. At the conclusion ofthe Season the choreographer returned to
Russia where he remained for the duration ofthe war. In 1915, with an
American tour in the offing, Grigoriev, on Diaghilev’s instructions,
spoke to Fokine about rejoining the Company. Fokine declined, saying
that he could not leave Russia in wartime. This may well have been the
truth, although it is also possible that he had learned ofMassine’s early
choreographic efforts and, fearing arepeat ofthe humiliating Nijinsky
episode, refused to become entangled in another of Diaghilev’sartistic
triangles. Certainly, after leaving Russia in 1918, he made no effort to



contact Diaghilev, as so many emigres did, nor did their paths cross in
Paris in 1921, when Fokine restaged Daphnis and Chine at the Opera.
By then, he had settled in New York and would visit Europe only
occasionally during the following decade.

Although some of Fokine’sballets failed to survive the First
World War, many more did. Indeed, in the mid-i920s, there was are-
vival of interest in his work, especially in England, and several of his
most popular ballets returned to repertoire. At no time, however, did
Diaghilev ever consult Fokine, or invite him to coach, freshen up or
refurbish his ballets, even when the addition ofnew designs (as in the
case of The Firebird) entailed changes in staging. And he certainly
never asked Fokine for permission to re-do large chunks of his cre-
ations, including the Polovtsian Dances, which Bronislava Nijinska
extensively revised in 1923." Although Fokine’s works remained
afoundation ofthe later Ballets Russes repertoire, the choreographer
himselfwas banished from the Company.

For all the bitterness that attended his estrangement from
Diaghilev, the Ballets Russes changed Fokine’s life, as it did for prac-
tically everyone who passed through the Company’sranks. However
well known Pavlova, Fokine and Rubinstein may have been in Russia,
it was their association with Diaghilev that made them stars ofthe
international marketplace and thus able to pursue celebrity careers in
the West. For dancers of lesser stature, too, the Ballets Russes proved
aturnstile to careers on three continents, the beginnings ofadiaspora
that would change the face of ballet throughout the world.

As remarkable as Diaghilev’s ability to ferret out talent was his
penchant for alienating the artists who served him. Still many returned
to him, sometimes only briefly, as in the case of Pavlova, sometimes
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for extended periods, as in that of Fokine. Moreover, even when
‘defectors’ like Pavlova and Rubinstein rejected key elements of
Diaghilev’saesthetic, they incorporated others that identified their
enterprises with the larger movement brought into existence by the
Ballets Russes. Finally, none, including Fokine, viewed their associ-
ation with the Ballets Russes as anything less than abadge of honour.
For better or for worse, they were Diaghilev artists.
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