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Artistic experimentation was an idea intimately associated with the Ballets Russes, from the moment 

of its birth in 1909, until the death of the company's founder, Serge Diaghilev, in 1929. Both an 

article of faith and a modus operandum, experimentalism transcended a commitment to any single 

aesthetic. It implied a readiness to explore new possibilities and uphold the notion that ballet was a 

living, contemporary practice and that artistic change - sometimes even radical artistic change - was 

essential to its continued well-being. 

Over the years the aesthetic of the Ballets Russes changed not once but several times. The 

most profound transformation occurred during the First World War, when Diaghilev embraced 

the modernist revolution, putting symbolism behind him. This shift, which reflected Diaghilev's 

wartime engagement with artists of the cubo-futurist avant-garde, enabled the Ballets Russes 

not only to survive the temporary displacements of the war and permanent dissociation from 

Russia, but also to create a Western tradition with multiple offshoots and distinctive national and 

artistic profiles. 

In later years, especially in England, Diaghilev was often accused of pandering to fashion and 

courting snobbish Paris taste-makers in his eagerness to make a splash. Yet as the composer Constant 

Lambert pointed out to London readers in 1936, 'Diaghileff's search for novelty was self-imposed 

and not merely opportunist. When he dropped old ballets from the repertoire it was not because 

the public would no longer applaud them, it was because he himself found them tedious. '54 Of all his 

Mir iskusstva (World of Art) colleagues, none took such deep pleasure in the experience of the new, 

or welcomed with such alacrity the multi-faceted revelations of contemporary art as he did. 

In the years following Diaghilev's death, many concurred with Lambert's lament that 'the art of 

ballet had died with Diaghileff'.55 With the emergence of Colonel Wassily de Basil's Ballets Russes 

de Monte-Carlo this proved not to be the case, at least in the short term. However, de Basil had 

52 The Ballets Russes in Australia and Beyond 

r 
I , 

little interest in experiment. His taste ran to the middlebrow 

and the commercial, and a rift soon developed between his 

approach and the more progressive outlook of his principal 

choreographer, Leonide Massine. Indeed, it was Massine, 

groomed by Diaghilev during the artistically trans formative 

years of the First World War, who reconceived and 

prolonged the experimentalist tradition inherited from 

the original Ballets Russes. This essay traces Massine's 

career from his apprenticeship years with Diaghilev, to his 

exploration of plotless and semi-abstract allegorical work 

in the so-called 'symphonic' ballets, his sense of personal 

engagement and search for expressive forms to engage 

issues of public moment and, finally, to the conflict between 

his vision of ballet as a living, contemporary art and the 

mainstream aesthetic espoused by the de Basil company and 

its apologists, such as Arnold Haskell. 

Apprenticeship years with Diaghilev 
Diaghilev discovered Massine in 1913 at a performance of 

Moscow's Bolshoi Ballet. The impresario was captivated 

by the young, charismatic dancer and, intent on finding a 

replacement for the recently dismissed Vaslav Nijinsky, 

pressed him to join the Ballets Russes. Intending to say 

no, Massine succumbed - as did so many - to Diaghilev's 

'spellbinding' personality. 56 Thus began one of the more 

remarkable tutorships in the history of ballet. Not only did 

Diaghilev complete Massine's education as a dancer, transforming him from a promising soloist 

to an international star, but he also fostered his development as a choreographer, first awakening 

in him a desire to compose and then moulding that awakened consciousness into an instrument 

of his - Diaghilev's - imagination. More than any other Ballets Russes choreographer, Massine 

responded to Diaghilev's intellect, passion, and will. He absorbed his mentor's ideas of modernity, of 

re-making ballet along the lines of contemporary advances in painting and music. Diaghilev could 

not accomplish this revolution alone; he needed a choreographer with the intelligence to grasp his 

ideas and reconceive them as movement. For Diaghilev, as for Massine, the next seven years would 

be remembered as perhaps the most creative period of their lives. 

Under Diaghilev's aegis and with his trusty Baedeker in hand, Massine soaked up centuries of 

Italian art. He felt the first urge to choreograph standing before Simone Martini's Annunciation in the 

Uffizi Gallery, and took his first stab at composition in the intensely creative atmosphere of the Villa 

Belle Rive in neutral Switzerland, where the painters Mikhail Larionov and Natalia Goncharova 

had come from Russia to join them. Both painters had impeccable avant-garde credentials. They 

had embraced the revolution of cubism, absorbed elements of futurism, and developed a style of 

neo-primitivism inspired by popular Russian prints, known as lubki. Both, moreover, had taken 
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an active part in avant-garde performance events, with 

Larionov, in particular, acquiring a reputation for conceptual 

inventiveness. Rejecting 'naturalist imitation' as the goal 

of the ballet decor, they declared that 'decor is above all an 

independent creation ... an autonomous art form with its 

special problems and subject to its own laws' .57 At Diaghilev's 

behest, Larionov supervised Massine's earliest compositional 

efforts. For Midnigbt Sun (1915), his first ballet, Larionov 

came up with the Russian folk legends that provided the 

ballet's narrative framework, designed the highly stylised 

scenery and costumes, and recast the treatment of folldore 

along modernist lines. Massine's choreography drew on his 

childhood memories of peasant round dances, but instead 

of transposing them directly or idealising them (as Fokine 

had done in Petrouchka), with Larionov's help he embellished 

them with what he called 'suitably primitive earthy gestures', 

an approach he later applied to the treatment of Spanish 

and other folkloric materiaI.Ss Speed, dynamism, angularity, 

counterpoint, and the grotesque were other compositional 

elements that left a lasting mark on his work. 

During the war years, when Diaghilev's inner circle 

resembled nothing so much as a travelling laboratory, Massine 

met artists from across the spectrum of contemporary art. 

He attended futurist evenings in Milan, met playwrights 

and composers in Spain, and in Rome, where Diaghilev 

wintered with a skeleton company in 1916-17, interacted 

with an ever-widening circle of friends. Stravinsky came 

from Switzerland, Jean Cocteau from Paris, and, with him, 

the artist who inspired Massine for most of the following 

decade - Pablo Picasso. Pa7'ade (1917), the brainchild of 

Cocteau, was a homage to fairground entertainments, Mary 

Pickford movies, and circus and music-hall acts - in short, 

a poem of modern life that became one of the twentieth century's most legendary collaborations. 

Conceived by Cocteau as a series of vaudeville-style 'acts' to entice people to a show that is never 

seen, the ballet had a witty score by Erik Satie and designs by Picasso that reflected both his cubist 

past and his emerging neoclassicism. 

For Massine, who played the role of the Chinese Conjuror, the experience was seminal. 'It is 

difficult to convey the excitement of working with two such artists as Picasso and Cocteau', he wrote 

in his memoirs: 

At every meeting ... our exchange of ideas would set sparks flying around the room. Every innovation -

the sound effects, the cubist costumes, the megaphones [which ultimately were discarded] - would set 
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off a fresh train of ideas for the choreography, which I would then demonstrate for Diaghilev. I could 

see too that Picasso's highly disciplined artistic vision was also stimulated by Cocteau's inexhaustible 

flow of invention. 59 

Picasso was not the only high-profile modernist teamed with Massine during his years with 

Diaghilev. In 1919, Henri Matisse spent several weeks working with Massine on Le Chant du 

Rossignol (1920), a ballet version of Stravinsky's Le Rossignol, which Diaghilev had produced in 1914. 

The painter had decidedly mixed feelings about Diaghilev. 'He's charming and maddening at the 

same time ... a real snake', Matisse wrote,to his wife.60 Matisse, who had conceived his decor 'like 

a painting, only with colours that move', warmed nevertheless to Massine.61 Those colours, Matisse 

later explained, were the costumes, and what he and Massine hoped to achieve was a deployment of 

colour that would 'create an ensemble without demolishing the harmony in the rest of the work'.62 

How well they succeeded may be judged by the praise for the production, which opened at the 

Paris Opera in 1920. In the theatrical newspaper C01noedia, the critic Louis Laloy singled out the 

ensembles, calling Massine 'not only a ballet master who comes up with steps and figures', but also 

'a painter who executes in three dimensions moving tableaux in space'.63 In La Revue critique Henry 

Prunieres also described the groupings as being 'realized according to an architectural design, 

forming blocks with the decor'.64 Alone among Diaghilev's choreographers, Massine understood 

that design should be an organic rather than peripheral element of the dance work. 
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Leonide Massine and 

Alexandra Danilova in 

Le Pas d'acier, 1927. 
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Massine's friendship with Matisse outlasted their collaboration on Le Rossignol. In later years, 

when work took him to Monte Carlo, Massine would pay Sunday visits to the painter at his home 

in Nice.65 When Matisse held an informal preview of The Dance, Massine, one of the first arrivals, 

declared that the painter 'had embodied [Mas sine's ] dream of what the dance should be'. 66 Massine 

also kept up a correspondence with Picasso, which became especially important to the choreographer 

after his split with Diaghilev in 1921 to elope with the dancer Vera Savina. Massine's letters reveal 

his probing mind and interest in creative exploration. In one letter he wrote: 
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I think that I am freeing myself of various faults that cluttered my head and my eyes and which were 

an obstacle toward the realization of my choreographic goals. Here I lack the technical means and the 

company has such a limited number of dancers that it has affected what I can achieve choreographically ... 

The lines and their harmony have been broken and muddled up as have all of my ideas. The only thing 

that sustains itself is Le Sacre, which marked the turning point of my present ideas.67 

Massine's relationship with Picasso came pretty much to an end with their last project together. 

This was JIIlerczwe, produced in 1924 for Comte Etienne de Beaumont's Soirees de Paris. The 

Mercury figure had always fascinated Massine, who drafted the 13 brief episodes that comprised 

the ballet; however, the experimental work itself was dominated by Picasso, who contributed not 

only the set and costume designs but also the front curtain. The artist was inspired, wrote Massine, 

'by the plastic possibilities of the theme', and the work accordingly was subtitled 'plastic poses in 

three tableau'. Massine conceived of 'a group showing the Three Graces with plaited necks like 

telephone extension wires which stretched and contracted as their heads bobbed up and down ... 

As Mercury I had a series of adventures - intervening in the affairs of Apollo, directing the signs of 

the Zodiac, arranging the rape of Proserpine - each of which had to be clearly differentiated in order 

to strengthen the comic and dramatic content of the ballet.'68 

Despite the emphasis on mimetic action, the ballet had no story. Satie, who composed the score, 

emphasised this in an interview with Pierre de Massot before the premiere: 'Though the ballet has 

a subject, it has no plot. It is a purely decorative spectacle ... My aim has been to make my music 

an integral part, so to speak, with the actions and gestures of the people who move in this simple 
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exercise'.69 For the first-night audience that crowded the Theatre de la Cigale, Mercure revealed 

yet again 'the resourcefulness, the unrivalled imaginative powers of a truly remarkable artist', as 

composer Georges Auric described Picasso's contribution in a review'?o For the audience the dancing 

was the least important ingredient of the ballet recipe, even if lip service was paid to the idea of 

equality. The surviving photographs show dancers frozen in poses and attitudes. By contrast, the 

figures in Picasso's settings are full of movement.71 

The experience must have been deeply disappointing to Massine. To be sure, he was in constant 

demand as a choreographer, led small touring companies to South America, and worked steadily in 

the commercial theatre. But there were few opportunities for him to pursue his own research and to 

continue the choreographic investigations he had begun during his time with Diaghilev.72 Massine 

missed the stimulation of his mentor, in particular his ability, as the choreographer once remarked, 

'of picking up the most casual remark in a conversation and somehow transforming it into a creative 

idea',?3 For Bronislava Nijinska, who followed Massine as Diaghilev's in-house choreographer, the 

quest for new forms was the 'fundamental "religion" of the ballet as [Diaghilev] conceived it', and 

when she left the Ballets Russes in 192 5, she immediately formed a company to showcase her work, 

including the plotless dances that she had choreographed in Soviet Russia before emigrating.74 Like 

the Soirees de Paris, Nijinska's Theatre Choregraphique was short-lived,?5 Although both Nijinska 

and Massine continued to work on an occasional basis for the Ballets Russes, the direct line to 

Diaghilev's imagination was cut. They were outsiders, thrown back on their own devices. 'There 

is no such thing as friendship in art', Diaghilev told Leon Bakst when he rejected his designs for 

La Boutique fantasque (1919).76 This bon mot was an article of Diaghilev's artistic faith, as nearly all 

his choreographers could attest. 

Transitional years 
Still, Massine pressed forward. By the late 1920s an abstract impulse could be discerned in two 

major works for Diaghilev, and there is evidence that he was planning a ballet that was largely 

plotless. This was not a line of investigation that Diaghilev was likely to encourage. However 

progressive his thinking, as Nijinska later observed, 'he could not readily discard the idea of a literary 

libretto for the ballet',?7 But just as Nijinska had transformed the narrative of Les Noces (1923) into 

what she called 'a hidden theme for a pure choreography',78 so Massine in the final scene of Le Pas 

d'acie1- (1927) subsumed the narrative into a celebration of what the critic Cyril W Beaumont called 

'the rhythmic power and beauty of machines'.79 In the swinging of arms, hammers, and bodies, in 

the spinning of wheels and snapping of signal discs and with mounting rhythmic intensity, Massine 

achieved a kind of symphonism, welding scenic, corporeal, and musical elements in a way that was 

fundamentally abstract. 

A few months after the premiere of Le Pas d'acie1-, Massine wrote to Robert and Sonia Delaunay, 

whom he had met in Spain during the First World War and grown close to, inviting the artists to 

collaborate with him on a plotless work. Sonia responded with enthusiasm. It was time, she wrote, 

to rid modern ballet of 'all that junk dealing of false modernity, of mannerism and idiocy', align it 

with the new contemporary art, and produce 'pure dance for the senses and the intellect, without 

tricks, naked'.8o Massine called the ballet Perpetomobile, and described it on a list of productions he 

intended to take to America as 'visions of rhythm and colour'.81 The music was to be by Schubert, 
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Massine's first encounter with the German romantic tradition - a tradition which Diaghilev had 

largely ignored. Sonia began work on the costumes and Massine embarked on the choreography. 

But the ballet was never completed, and all that survives are some of her sketches, as well as her 

tantalising letter. 
Yet the experience was not without immediate or long-term consequences. Beginning in 1928, 

when Massine choreographed Ode for Diaghilev, a new abstract vein opened in the choreographer's 

work. Ode, which teamed Massine, the Russian emigre artist Pavel Tchelitchev, and the composer 

Nicolas Nabokov, was a meditative work, with the barest of storylines articulated in the programme 

note: 'Nature expounds her mysteries to a pupil. She exhibits the stars, and a river, flowers and 

bacteria; and finally "The master work, the end of all yet done" - Man'. 82 Discarding painted scenery, 

Tchelitchev used lighting effects and film projections to create the ballet's poetic and mysterious 

atmosphere. The photographer and designer Cecil Beaton, recalled: 

The setting consisted of ropes and of two lines on which were hung small dolls ... Against a blue void 

the still, small dolls gave the scene vast size and depth, while the black, white and grey dancers formed 

with triangles of rope, strange mechanical designs ... All the dancers, their faces obliterated with flat 

masks, were black-gloved symbols in a nocturnal world. Behind gauze screens a man and a tall, thin 

woman ... gave an impression of nakedness, without conscious nudity. It seemed as if all humanity 

had been reduced to embryonic form. S
) 

Again, Beaumont commended Massine's 'invention and originality'. The groupmgs, he wrote, 

were 'ever-changing ... never symmetrical and yet always harmonious', while the lines 'had an 

unusually austere and chaste quality, a geometrical rather than an emotional beauty'. 84 These long 

lines, emphasised by the leotards and tights that Massine would use in many ballets of the 1930s, 

represented a new direction for him and reveal in part the influence of Nikolai Legat, a master 

teacher and former director of St Petersburg's Imperial Ballet who had settled in London. The 

new technical emphasis, allied with minimally specific musical, iconographic, and narrative forms, 

was the foundation of what Garcia-Marquez calls Massine's 'new classicism' of the 1930s.85 The 

emphasis on symbolic and emotional suggestiveness distantly linked the ballet - although certainly 

not its politics - to surrealism. 

prlonic ballets 
Diaghilevdied in 1929, and his company, despite efforts to keep it afloat, collapsed. In the early 1930s a 

number of companies emerged that laid claim to some part of Diaghilev's legacy. The most important 

of these 'Russian', 'international', or 'emigre' troupes - so-called because of their multinational, 

diasporic character - was founded by Colonel Wassily de Basil, a former Tsarist military officer and 

co-director of the Opera Russe a Paris, and Rene Blum, the director of ballet at the Monte Carlo 

Opera House. The new company, which made its debut in 1932, was called the Ballets Russes de 

Monte-Carlo, and during the next five years, its most creative period, it served as a platform for 

Massine's work.86 There was apparently nothing in those immensely prolific years that Massine 

could not do. He staged comic ballets, character ballets, ballets on period themes, contemporary 

themes, and American themes. He revived a number of his Diaghilev-era works, including Midnight 
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Sun (1915), his very first ballet, and Les Femmes de bonne hzt71zeur (1917), 

La BOZltique fantasque (1919), and Le Tricorne (1919), his first great successes. 

And beginning with Les Presages (1933), he choreographed the series of 

'symphonic ballets' that represented the most significant body of plotless 

works created in the ballet world during the 193 Os. With this repertory he 

made good his compact with Diaghilev, embracing one of modernism's key 

tenets: 'the pursuit of innovation through experimentation'.87 

These controversial works, which largely mined the nineteenth-century 

repertory of symphonic music, built upon the foundation laid with Ode 

and the unrealised Perpeto771obile. But they went further, revealing, as the 

British critic A.v. Coton observed in 1938, 'the irrelevance of the plot­

progression ... compared with the satisfying reward of seeing and hearing 

complex fusions of the essential balletic qualities of decor, dance, and 

music'.88 Massine's symphonic ballets were grandly scaled, involving dozens 

of dancers and multiple movement vocabularies. They were contemporary 

in physical accent and also in visual design, with Massine enlisting eminent 

artists, most untapped by Diaghilev, to create scenery and costumes. 

Unlike his other ballets of the period, Massine's symphonic works held 

both personal and philosophical meaning for him. The most emotionally 
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reticent of choreographers, he used their allegories to express 

something akin to private anguish and to bear witness to 

the terrible issues of his time. In this body of work Massine 

claimed the prerogatives of painters and composers he 

regarded as equals. As he asserted in 1937 during the legal 

battle with de Basil to retain the rights to the works he had 

choreographed for his company (a battle Massine ultimately 

lost), 'I am the servant of nobody. I devise my ballets as and 

when I can, and when the spirit moves me'.89 

Choreographed in 1933, Les Presages (or Destiny as it was 

sometimes called in England) was Massine's first symphonic 

work. It had no plot, but like its successors had a grand, over­

arching theme - man's struggle with destiny that Massine 

treated allegorically, with characters named Passion, Frivolity, 

Action, and Fate. There were four 'movements' or scenes, 

each with a key idea briefly described in the programme note 

distributed to audiences at London's Alhambra Theatre, 

where the ballet received its English premiere. The note is 

worth quoting is its entirety: 

The subject of this ballet is man's struggle against his destiny 

and the music is Tchaikowsky's 5th Symphony. The first 

scene portrays life interrupted as it is so often by diversions, 

by desires, and by temptations. The second scene shows 

the passion of love that shatters the finer human soul. 

Love strives to fight such passion, but its beauty is 

almost destroyed. The third scene is a divertissement in 

which abandoned gaiety is dominant. In the last scene 

of all, the evil in men urges them to a spirit of warfare. 

The women, although desiring to keep them back, are 

overcome by the glamour of it and follow them. The 

heroes, after countless dangers, celebrate the triumphant 

end of strife and evil which they have conqueredYo 

A man of passion, Massine had never until now 

explored the theme of love in his works. Yet in the 193 Os 

it surfaced with urgency - here, as well as in Symphonie 

fantastique (1936) and Nobilissima Visione (1938) - as if the 

lid he had kept so tightly shut over his emotions since 

the days of Diaghilev had begun to slip a little, allowing 

a glimpse of his private demons, albeit in a form at once 

impersonal and allegorical. The theme of evil was also 

new, and in allying it with the spectre of war, Massine 

touched a responsive chord among Europeans. With 

militarism on the rise and the Depression creating 

economic havoc, many feared another war. Indeed, only 

weeks before the premiere of Les Presages, Hitler and the 

Nazis had seized power in Germany. 

From the first, Les Presages was recognised as a work 

of major importance. In London, critics struggled to 

find a language to describe it. One called it a 'chromatic 

phantasmagoria [that] filled the stage with swift, exacting, 

but always purposeful movement'; another spoke of the 'perpetually arresting succession of highly 

significant steps, gestures and groupings'; still another of the 'ingenuity of the arrangement and ... 

of the colour-grouping'.91 Londoners weren't the only ones who were impressed. Lincoln Kirstein 

saw the ballet in Paris while shopping for' a choreographer for his soon-to-be-Iaunched American 

Ballet. 'Massine has composed a choreographic poem to Tchaikovsky which is huge and very fine', 

Kirstein wrote to his friend and sometime lover Muriel-Draper.92 As for Ernest Newman, the music 

critic of the Sunday Times who became Massine's leading English champion, Les Presages was not 

simply Massine's 'best' choreography to date, but 'the most astounding achievement of its kind'. 

Massine, he wrote, has: 

translated the music ... in such a way that ... the inner life of the work, as an organic piece of 

musical thinking, is not diminished but actually enhanced. There are points, indeed, at which none 

of us, will henceforth be able to listen to the music in the concert room without seeing it in terms of 

this ballet ... 
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Technically the choregraphy [sic] is a marvel of invention, of expressive solo movement and of 

the handling of groups that make the same effect upon the eye as counterpoint does upon the ear, 

each part having its individual life yet co-operating to an end that is above and beyond the life of each 

ofthem.93 

Newman notwithstanding, most British critics looked askance at Massine's choice of music. From 

the early 1900s choreographers had been using music borrowed from the concert hall, and one 

or two, including Fedor Lopukhov, had choreographed ballets to nineteenth-century symphonic 

music.94 Massine, however, was the first to create a series of ballets to this repertory, to mine it, 

in other words, again and again. Les Presages was followed by works to Brahms (Cb07~eartizt7Jz), 

Berlioz (Sympbonie fantastique), and Beethoven (Seventb Sympbony). To some critics, Massine's 

'balletifying' - a word coined by Richard Capell- had desecrated holy ground. 'The Tchaikovsky 

ballet was fairly silly', wrote Capell in his review of Cboreartium (1933), Massine's second symphonic 

ballet, 'but really Massine ... and Brahms are an impossible team'. 

The first movement is interpreted by a revel of nymphs and fisherman on a pale seashore 

The second movement is a eurhythmic class in a nunnery - if, that is, there are nunneries where 

eurhythmics are practised, and where the abbess wears scarlet, in contrast to the maroon of the rest ... 

Brahms' Scherzo becomes a fete galante ... The famous Passacaglia was danced in a scene suggesting 

one of the ruined basilicas of the Roman Forum. Here sheer absurdity was touched by a succession 

of pirouettes performed by a row of young men on the sforzando Es of the horns in the ninth and 

following bars.95 

Newman again rose to the choreographer's defence, analysing the formal correspondences in the 

ballet's musical and choreographic design: 

I can only wonder at the lack of imagination that prevents some people from seeing the points of 

genius with which Massine's chore graphic score, so to call it, positively bristles. There can, of course, 

be no question of a translation of the 'meaning' of this music ... into terms of another art ... But ... 

surely there can be parallelisms; surely certain elements in the musical design can be counterparted in 

chore graphic design, certain gestures of the music, certain softenings and hardenings of the colours, 

can be suggested quite well in the more objective medium. I found myself profoundly interested in 

watching these correspondences, many of which gave me a fresh respect for Massine's genius.96 

During his years both with the de Basil company and its younger American-based rival, the Ballet 

Russe de Monte Carlo, Massine carried on Diaghilev's experimentalist practices in involving visual 

artists. Massine worked with many eminent artists, including Henri Matisse (Rouge et Noir), Joan 

Mira (Jeux d'e17fants), Andre Masson (Les Pn!sages), Raoul Dufy (Beacb), Christian Berard (Sympbonie 

fantastique, Seventb Sympbony), Pavel Tchelitchev (Nobilissi77Za Visione), and Salvador Dalf (Baccbanale). 

He commissioned designs from young Russian emigre artists, such as Constantin Terechkovitch 

and Eugene Lourie (Cb07~eaTtizt71z) and Alice Halicka (Jardin public), and up-and-coming American 

designers, including Irene Sharaff (Union Pacific), Oliver Smith (Saratoga), Raoul Pene du Bois 

(for Marc Platoff's Gbost Town), and Alvin Colt (Sa7~atoga), most of whom went on to distinguished 
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II 

Artists of The Australian Ballet 

in Les Presages, 2007. 

Photo by Jim McFarlane. 

careers.97 Although a few of these artists had earlier worked for Diaghilev, the majority were new 

to the Ballets Russes family, and their work, brushed by surrealism, expressionism, and the new 

romanticism, lay outside Diaghilev's major curatorial interests. Yet Massine was clearly following in 

his mentor's footsteps. Like Diaghilev, he saw ballet as a living, contemporary practice and sought 

out artists in other disciplines to make that vision a reality. 

Les Presages had striking designs by Andre Masson that proved even more controversial than 

the ballet's music. Critics hated them. Cecil Beaton spoke of their 'painful ugliness'.98 When, in 

1936, black-and-white practice costumes temporarily replaced the original costumes, some critics 

felt 'the impersonal note enhanced the effect of the symphonic choregraphy'.99 Ever the polemicist, 

Lincoln Kirstein wrote that Masson's decor was 'abandoned, only after its full hideousness had 

been allowed to baffle the world, but now the Australians will get a chance to look at it'.IOO A 

surrealist who had broken with Andre Breton in the late 1920s, Masson began to work along 

expressionist lines in the early 1930s. 'The means employed for the realization of this work', he 

later reminisced, 'were the simplest: no machinery, or accessories, or surprising materials, but we 

thought a lot about movement and color' .101 Masson's palette was harsh - 'virulent' was how critic 

Georges Duthuit described it - and his forms equally SO.102 A distorted face in profile dominated 

the backdrop; surrounding it were tongues of fire, shooting stars, comets, and the vectors of a 

restless geometry, underscoring the ballet's apocalyptic vision. For Adrian Stokes, an English critic 
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with a strong visual sense, the setting bridged the 

movement and the music, with colour intensifying 

the emotional content. 'Against the crimson of the 

backcloth', he wrote, 'the magenta affords to the 

motions of the dancers who wear it an arrow-like 

precision, further strengthened by the arrow-like 

designs [actually tarot symbols] in black upon their 

chests' .103 Here, as in Choremtium, the women wore 

long Grecian-style dresses that recalled the flowing 

deco line of Madeleine Vionnet's 1930s sensuous 

yet simple evening wear - even as the tarot symbols 

suggest the influence of that other great 193 Os 

couturiere, Elsa Schiaparelli. Yet for Duthuit, 

writing in Les Cahiers d'mt shortly after the ballet's 

premiere, Masson's ballet seemed to become 'the 

pretext for a class war' pitting 'entertainers' against 

artists who find themselves accidentally enjoying 

popular approval. I04 

The deco line of the costumes can also be felt 

in the choreography, especially in the vertical 

emphasis of gestures and pyramid formations. It is 

evident also in photographs depicting high even 

overhead -lifts that achieve an almost perfect 

vertical line from the feet of the supporting man 

to the head of the lifted woman. lOS Such lifts recall 

not only Balanchine's Serenade (1934-35) and The 

P1'odigal Son (1929) but also the spectacular effects 

of the acrobatic adagio, so popular in revues of 

the 192 OS.106 But verticality was only one aspect of 

Massine's exploration of stage space. 'The design is 

both horizontal and pyramidal', noted Horsnell in 

his review of Choreartizt77z, 'the soloists being borne on and off stage shoulder high, when not leading 

or accentuating the level patterns'.107 Pyramids re-appeared in Symphonie fantastique, a ballet that 

'further [ ed] the invention of "Presages" and "Choreartium"', as Horsnell noted approvingly, and in 

Rouge et Noir.108 

Massine was hardly the first ballet choreographer to experiment with pyramids. They dominated 

the constructivist geometries of Nijinska's Les Noces (1923), a work that received its premiere on a 

bill that also included Massine's Le SacTe du p7'intemps (1920), and they also appeared in the all-male 

gymnastics of Balanchine's La Chatte (1927). To a far greater degree than these earlier productions, 

however, Massine's ballets of the 1930s used weight and centripetal force to weld the dancers into 

powerful blocks of anonymous bodies. In the spareness of the movement vocabulary, the emphasis on 

functionalism and anonymity, and the almost cellular choreographic structure, Massine's symphonic 

masses recall the ensembles of early Martha Graham works such as Heretic (1929). Massine may well 
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have seen Graham's work in New York in the late 1920s. Certainly, he worked closely with her in that 

period, casting her as the Chosen Maiden in the first American production of Le SaC1'e du printemps, 

which he staged in 1930 under the auspices of the League of Composers. Graham was not the only 

modern dancer in the work: the cast also included several members of her 'Group' (Lily Mehlman, 

Anna Sokolow, Bessie Sch6nberg, Lillian Shapero), members of the Humphrey-Weidman company 

(Eleanor King, Charles Lasky, Rose Yasgour), and several dancers (fohn Glenn, Kitty Reese, Mary 

Rivoire) who regularly appeared in Neighborhood Playhouse productions, where Graham and 

members of her company taught. lo9 

Dancers who appeared in Massine's American Sacre believed there was a connection between 

what Anna Sokolow described as Graham's 'approach to dance' and that of Massine.110 Bessie 

Schonberg, for instance, recalled the emphasis on design in his choreography for Graham, the 

splits in the air that she performed with angled hands and heels rather than toes pointed, jumps so 

dramatic they were 'like little screams in the air' .111 The deep bends of the torso, so characteristic of 

Massine's work of the 1930s, offered another parallel with Graham's corporeal eloquence, even ifhe 

never adopted her signature contraction. In 1919, speculating on the ballets of the future, Massine 

told an interviewer that 'the greatest change will be the emancipation from the classic school'. 112 

By the early 1930s he had largely accomplished this in his choreography, even if he never rejected 
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pointe work or the danse d'ecole as a system of dancer training; hence, the emphasis in Les Pdsages and 

Choreartiztm on designed, often angular gesture rather than the rounded forms of the academic port 

de bras, the use of shifting levels within groups to create visual and dynamic contrast, and even the 

incorporation of floorwork. Massine seems to have adopted certain Laban ideas of space, presenting 

the body in ways that stressed not only its three-dimensionality - or the 'reach space' immediately 

surrounding the body- but also its muscular energy and flOW. lll 

Counterpoint as a means of organising the stage space had interested Massine ever since his 

encounter with the works of Feuillet and other eighteenth-century dance theorists during the 

First World War. Now Massine coupled this long-standing interest with a newer commitment 

to asymmetry, both in his choreography for the individual, which stressed diagonals and an 

outward flow of energy, and his emphasis on fractured geometries and oppositional tensions in the 

disposition of bodies in the stage space. Ballets such as Les Pdsages and Choreartiztm thus broke with 

fundamental tenets of ballet stagecraft as this had evolved since the adoption of the proscenium stage 

in the seventeenth century. Among these principles was symmetry, which governed the physical 

manipulation of masses on the ballet stage while simultaneously conveying the elements of balance, 

equilibrium, and serenity on which the aesthetics of classical idealism rested. Asymmetry also 

challenged the trompe l'oeil realism that dominated ballet scenography until the design revolution 
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of cubism. In numerous ways Massine sought to circumvent ballet's imperial Russian past, to create 

a mode of classicism free of the burden ofPetipa. 

By the mid-193 Os, discerning critics had realised that the de Basil company owed much of its 

success to Massine. One such critic who had the 'luck to watch him day after day at rehearsal' shared 

his impressions with readers: 

The thin face with the dark eyes (that see everything), the lithe figure (that can do every step of every 

dance rather better than anyone else can do it), the brain that can lmow with certainty the precise 

movement of every limb of every dancer in a complicated group of forty dancers, and can blend them 

with music, the tireless personality that can pour itself out day after day in command of three months 

of continuous rehearsal, and then be fresh to dance at night - these things are indispensable to the 

continuation of the Ballet as the other side of Massine's brain that created 'Presages', 'Choreartium', 

and 'Boutique Fantasque'.114 

The private and the public 
As the 1930s wore on, Massine used the symphonic form to record a more private journey. S],711pbonie 

Jantastique (1936), choreographed to Berlioz's symphony of the same title, has been described by 

Garda-Marquez as Massine's 'greatest statement of his idea of dance-drama'.115 He had been 

contemplating the work for some years, and by the time it premiered his 'sketch-notebooks' for 

the choreography ran to hundreds of pages. 116 The symphony, which carried the subtitle, 'An 

episode in the life of an artist', depicted, as Massine wrote in his memoirs, 'the torments of a highly 

sensitive young man, obsessed by a love which drives him to attempted suicide'. Massine was first 

'intrigued' and then 'obsessed' by the hero, and as the ballet developed, strongly identified with 

him. 117 Massine played the Young Musician hero, and his solution of the choreographic problem of 

externalising the visions and nightmares of the hero's inner life suggests the limits - and essentially 

illustrative character of Massine's approach to abstraction. He wrote: 

I decided to translate [the Young Musician's) fears, obsessions, and visions into contrasting ensemble 

movements. In the first scene I stood alone on the stage, portraying the young hero in a state of deep 

despondency. He drinks poison, but instead of dying ... he is thrown into a trance during which he 

is tormented by terrifying dreams. The scene then changes to a landscape where he is confronted by 

his inner life, represented by groups of dancers depicting visions of melancholy, reverie, gaiety and 

passion. Here I interpreted the symbolism of Berlioz's music by a succession of abstract ensemble 

movements. Towards the end of this section Berlioz introduces the leitmotif that represents the young 

man's dream of the Beloved, a part in which Toumanova gave a most beautiful performance, gliding 

with fluid movements through the shifting groups of dancers.ns 

Massine considered S],711pbonie Jantastique to be in some ways his most challenging symphonic ballet, 

precisely because of what he described as his need to 'integrate abstract choreographic passages with 

a romantic and melodramatic plot'. 119 

This was the first time he had cast himself in one of his symphonic works, suggesting an unusual 
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degree of self-identification with the part. 

Over the years Massine had created many 

roles for himself, yet most were comic 

ones in which he masked his physical 

attractiveness under a carapace of inspired 

grotesquerie. But as the protagonist of 

S],711pbonie Jantastique he revealed himself 

in a quite different guise, as a lover and a 

man, an artist tormented by the memory 

and vision of his Beloved. According to 

Garda-Marquez, S],771pbonie Jantastique 

betrayed the choreographer's 'emotional 

turmoil over his frustrated relationship 

with [Vera] Zorina', who had recently left 

him.120 Unusually, Massine in this instance 

transmuted his thwarted passion into art. 

Massine also starred in Nobilissi771a 

Visione, known in the United States as St 

Francis, another work with deep personal 

resonance. 'The idea for this great work', 

he wrote in his memoirs: 

came to me from [the composer) Paul 

Hindemith, whom I happened to meet 

in Florence. He had just come from 

the great church of Santa Croce, which 

contains the frescoes by Giotto depicting 

the life of St Francis of Assisi. He had 

been deeply impressed by them; taking 

me by the arm he hurried back to the 

church to see them. I too was struck by 

their spiritual beauty ... But when he suggested that we should do a ballet together on the life of 

St Francis, I hesitated. 121 

In the months that followed, Massine read everything he could about St Francis. He was moved 

by the saint's 'profound search for truth, his chastity, and his all-embracing love for the poor and 

the weak' - none of which figured largely in Massine's life, at least as it appeared to the outside 

world. However, when it came to listing episodes of the saint's life that seemed to lend themselves 

to dramatic treatment - 'his vision of Lady Poverty, his renunciation of his heritage, his separation 

from his family' - Massine could have been talking about himself as a childless, deracinated artist 

who, despite his success, continued to struggle in an ocean of economic uncertainty.122 To design the 

ballet, he approached Pavel Tchelitchev, whose magnificent images responded both to the exemplary 
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character of this 'choreographic legend' and to the mood of 'mystic exaltation' (Massine's phrase) 

that infused the action.l2J But even more than Tchelitchev, it was Italian painting to which the ballet 

was indebted, to the same art that had first awakened Massine's desire to choreograph. For Grace 

Roberts, the 'stylized movements of hands and bodies are an evocation of the thirteenth century as 

its painters defined it for succeeding generations ... In the fourth scene the movements are free and 

plastic, owing much to the contemporary dance. The apotheosis reverts to the original style and is a 

living fresco almost Byzantine in character.'124 

Writing in London, Arnold Haskell dismissed the ballet as 'dull'.125 Yet for John Martin in New 

York it represented 'one of the great dance works of our day'. Martin continued: 

Here is no imitation of a painter's style or of any other surface source, but the emanation of a deeply 

felt sense of a period which was also a state of mind. The fantastic violence of medievalism, its opulence 

and its inhibitions, its naivete, its life of symbolisms, are evoked magnificently. The style of movement 

is highly extravagant, but for all its distortion and remoteness, essentially true and eloquent. 126 

Martin praised Massine's choreographic resourcefulness, evident in several 'outstanding' scenes. He 

found the Hindemith score, commissioned by Massine, 'rich in atmosphere' and 'of rare beauty'. 

Finally, Martin lauded Massine's own performance, which he called 'the finest of his career'. 127 

Rouge et Noir (1939), Massine's last symphonic ballet of the 1930s, premiered only months 

before the outbreak of the Second World War, and its mood was darker. Abandoning the semi­

narrative experiments of St Francis and Symphonie fantastique, Massine returned to the realm of 

allegory to express his deepening pessimism. The 'brute heel of totalitarianism' had left its mark on a 

disintegrating world, and there were times, he confessed, 'when all my work seemed valueless' .128 The 

music was Dmitry Shostakovich's First Symphony. The designs were by Matisse, who played an active 

role in visualising the ballet. In his memoirs Massine recounted the genesis of this collaboration with 

his old friend: 

On a visit to him the previous year I had sensed that he was longing to design another ballet. He 

was at that time working on a series of painted panels, and when I pointed out to him that they were 

very similar in conception to the ballet I was planning, which I visualised as a vast mural in motion, 

he became ... very interested. He suggested that Shostakovich's music could be interpreted in five 

basic colours, white, black, blue, yellow and red. Thinking this over, I realised that the colours could 

be made to correspond, not only to the music but to the philosophic theme of the ballet, which was 

to be the conflict between the spiritual and the material world. WIth his unerring sense of decorative 

values, he designed ... an evocative background of abstract shapes of pure colour, and created tight­

fitting costumes in the same colours decorated with black and white curvilinear patterns ... Matisse's 

contribution ... was as important as that of the composer or the choreographer.129 

Matisse's biographer, Hilary Spurling, tells the story a little differently. According to Spalding, in 

the spring of 1938, Matisse, lmowing that he would never see The Dance fulfil its intended function 

as a wall painting, and in response to an urgent plea from Massine, agreed to 'recreate it' for the 

Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo. Together they chose Shostakovich's First Symphony and worked out 
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a scenario that would dramatise 'the perennial human conflict [which] symbolised for Matisse ... 

"the struggle between white and black, between man's spiritual side and his fleshly side"'.13o 

Matisse visited rehearsals in Monte Carlo and, using scraps of coloured paper patched and stuck 

togetller, began to create small, compact dancing figures. 'The effect was forceful and expressive, 

but clumsy', writes Spurling, 'as if something incoherent were taking shape and thrusting upwards in 

the depths of his imagination. He built another of his toy theatres and used it to experiment with a 

decor based on the three white arches of Barnes' Dance against flat geometric expanses of red, black, 

blue and yellow.'ll! The dancers, in red, black, blue, or yellow leotards, moved beneath the arches. 

Although Massine had used leotards in a number of ballets, it was Matisse who insisted upon them. 

'It seems to me to be indispensable', he wrote to the choreographer, 'to dress your male and female 

dancers in colored tights or work costumes for the torso and the legs - and even the arms since the 

volumes of color which you will have to move around should not be hacked down and cut up into 

small pieces by having the arms and the legs dressed in any old colors'. 132 Massine assigned allegorical 

meaning to the colours - yellow stood for wickedness, blue for nature, red for materialism, black 

for violence, and white for man and woman. But they also had a political resonance, at least for 

Massine, who told the ballerina Alexandra Danilova that white stood for Russia, black for fascism, 

and red for communism.1J3 

These political resonances did not escape the ballet's European critics when the work premiered 

in 1939, only months before the Germans invaded Poland and half a million 'anxious' people fled 

Paris.1l4 For Pierre Michaut, who reviewed the ballet in the French capital, the abstraction of 

Rouge et Noir, a visual symphony of forms and colours in movement, 'hid ... a political allegory: 

the dramatic crushing of helpless nations, victims of the violence and brutality of victimising 

nations - Abyssinia, Austria, Czechoslovakia ... Woman ... who survives, symbolises the spirit 

that prevails and cannot be defeated'.135 Michaut called the ballet a 'symbolic drama of the condition 

of man', and suggested that Massine, like Stravinsky, another of the 'great spirits, living in exile, 

separated from the land of their ancestors and their first masters', was afflicted by a 'mystical crisis'. 

'Massine has imprinted in his ballets a pessimistic and desperate accent', Michaut asserted. 'More 

and more he distances himself from futility. And his worry about these immeasurable questions 

reveals an anxiety of the soul' .136 

Massine, de Basil, and middlebrow taste 
In 1937, before the opening of his company's summer season, Colonel de Basil spoke to the press 

about developments in ballet. Although Massine's Seventh Symphony, Nobilissima Visione, and Rouge 

et Noir were all in the preparatory stages and the choreographer himself was in the company's 

employ, de Basil claimed that 'the line of development of the symphonic ballets ... has now become 

exhausted - has gone as far as it can get'.137 By the mid-1930s a major shift was underway within the 

de Basil company. Although revivals of Diaghilev-era ballets had always figured in its repertory, the 

number rapidly multiplied. In this group were warhorses such as Fokine's Schehb'azade (1910) and 

Thamar (1912), both revived in 1935, and CJeopatre (1909), revived the following year. To be sure, 

in 1936 de Basil also revived Nijinska's Les Noces (1923), probably the greatest Diaghilev production 

of the 192 Os. But the work received only a handful of performances in New York, where modern 

dancers such as Doris Humphrey welcomed it, but it never again crossed the Atlantic.1J8 With the 
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door to choreographic experiment closing, Massine itched to break free. As rumours flew in the 

press, he formed a rival company, the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo, with Julius Fleischmann, a 

millionaire Cincinnati industrialist, as its principal backer, the Russian-American banker Sergei J. 
Denham as its director, and himself as its artistic director. 139 Here was the opportunity Massine had 

long craved, and dancers flocked to the new company. But Massine, in a major miscalculation, had 

assumed that he owned the copyrights to his own ballets. De Basil sued, claiming that he owned the 

copyright. Massine counter-sued and, in a landmark decision, 10st.14o It was only a matter of time 

before Massine's symphonic ballets were allowed to lapse. 
This, of course, was exactly what de Basil wanted. He had no use for Massine's experiments, 

or for experimentalism in general, and in this he was supported by a vociferous and influential 

segment of the British press. Haskell, for instance, had long proclaimed that de Basil had 'saved' the 

Russian Ballet, not only in the sense of resurrecting it after Diaghilev's death but also by rejecting 

an approach in which 'epatisme' was the 'ideal' and ballet had become 'almost the monopoly of the 

Intelligentsia' .141 This anti-intellectual bias was evident in his almost vicious attack on Nobilissima 

Visione, published in the Bystander. Consider his remarks about the score, by one of the era's most 

distinguished composers, Paul Hindemith: 
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The music by Hindemith may be extraordinarily fine technically: I do not pretend to be sufficient 

of an expert to judge it from that point of view; but to my ear it sounds, but for brief interludes, like 

too much unpleasant noise signifying nothing. I am convinced that, at any rate, it is thoroughly bad 

theatre music. 142 

For Haskell, however, the ballet's main sin was that it recalled Diaghilev's experimentalism of 

the 1920s: 

Such a work might have meant something in the amusing 'twenties' to the small coterie that patronised 

ballet, especially after it had been pruned and censored by Diaghileff's master touch; today it falls fiat. 

Perhaps some of its merits have been hidden by the most tasteless costumes and decor I can ever 

remember having seen. Tschelistcheff [sic] has indeed succeeded in what seemed an impossibility, in 

making Massine appear ridiculous on the stage. 143 

Yet Haskell, to his credit, had second thoughts. In a review of the 1939 de Basil season, again 

published in the Bystander, he lamented the banality of Paganini (1939), the new Fokine ballet, its 

warmed-over romanticism, and the way the 'enthusiastic audience lapped it up, skulls, skeletons, 

angels, demons and even the [chocolate] box background'.l44 The costumes and sets, designed by 

Serge Soudeikine, whose name Haskell never once mentions, were deemed a 'total failure'. The 

audience, which Haskell had helped to cultivate and which numerous critics commented upon, 

had little of the discrimination of the old Diaghilev public. It applauded everything, not because it 

liked everything, but because it viewed ballet almost exclusively as a vehicle for the performer. As 

Constant Lambert pointedly remarked in an article for the Sunday Referee: 'People in the old days 

used to say "What is the programme tonight?", but now they are more likely to say "Who is dancing 

to-night?" '.145 Now, in a dramatic about-face, Haskell declared: 

The Ballet to live must experiment from time to time. I would now almost welcome an orgy of 

ugliness in order to bring back the public taste to ballet with character and originality. If ballet is to be 

just an easy avenue of escape, it will soon sink back to the level of the Empire and Alhambra days, and 

Diaghileff will have lived in vain. Perhaps I was wrong in my strong condemnation of the Massine­

Hindemith Nobles Visions [sic]. I disliked it, but at any rate it had something to express. 146 

By then, London had seen the last of Massine for many years. He spent the Second World War 

in the United States, but the isolation from Europe, loss of major works, and pressure to recapitulate 

his earlier successes took a heavy toll on his creativity. Forced out of the Ballet Russe de Monte 

Carlo, he returned to his career as a freelance choreographer and, when the war ended, went back 

to Europe. His reputation began to decline. The emergence of strong national companies, above all 

in England and the United States, left little space for a 'Russian' diva, even one as deracinated and 

as gifted as Massine. His interest in allegory and his sense of personal engagement, but above all his 

search for expressive forms with the power to engage issues of public moment, went out of fashion 

in the privatised world of the post-war creative arts. Finally, the companies that had produced his 

works had either ceased to exist or lost the ability to perform them. He was a man without a country, 

a choreographer without a company, an experimentalist with visions of CinemaS cope grandeur. 
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In 1938, at the very height of Massine's fame, the British critic A.v. Coton summed up his 

strengths as a choreographer: 

One can dissect every work he has created and realise that never has he taken the basic plots that have 

served all choreographers so well for generations, without forcing an individual imprint on the style 

of the choreography, the manner of presentation, and the sum total of staging, which have made the 

works each a highly individual piece of composition ... In the whole range of his ... works he has 

evolved a richer and wider catalogue of ... grand-scale projections of movement such as ... [no J other 

living choreographer has achieved.147 

As a youth Massine had astonished Diaghilev. In the 1930s, faithful to his mentor's vision of ballet, 

Massine astonished the world. 
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